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ABSTRACT
Swan, Jessica Deleo. Ph.D. The University of Memphis. December 2012.
Writing to Understand our Lives and Languages: A Case Study of an Immigrant
Women’s Writing Group. Major Professor: Teresa Dalle.
Writing groups have empirical support for their ability to give voice to stories,
improve language skills, and result in personal and social transformations. However, the
research into their effectiveness among English Language Learners (ELLs) is limited.
This case study of an immigrant women’s writing group in Memphis, Tennessee,
examined the effects of participation on the language skills, identities, and communities
of the women. Ten (10) women who were all non-native English speakers participated in
a writing group held over the course of ten (10) weeks for two (2) hours each week. The
structure of the writing group allowed for personal writing in response to a series of
prompts and oral sharing of that writing with limited direct instruction. Data for the
study was gathered through students’ written products and observations of the writing
group sessions. A qualitative design allowed for the emergence of other effects, and the
data was analyzed to identify recurrent themes.
An analysis of the data according to a grounded theory approach reveals support
for such groups based upon their ability to promote language acquisition and the
formation of a community. The participants wrote more as the writing group progressed,
began to revise their writing, largely emphasized form, spelling specifically, over other
elements of writing, and wrote exclusively in English. In addition, the writing group
became a community as evident in the verbal encouragement among the women, the help
with writing tasks that the women provided to each other, the applause after women read
their work, and the cross-cultural sharing that occurred. Yet, beyond the time and space
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of the writing group, there is no conclusive evidence to suggest that participation in the
group affected the women’s other relationships, that the writing group necessarily helped
women to acculturate, or that the writing group led to measurable social change.
The results contribute to the field of second language acquisition by offering
insights into how we might rethink the curriculum to incorporate more personal writing
activities to facilitate not only language skills but also acculturation.

v

PREFACE
“We have the capacity to create different stories, stories that illustrate how valuable we
are, stories that convince us we can change, be inspired and inspire others. Stories teach
us how to joyfully create a more satisfying life.” ~Elaine Blanchard
This research emerged out of my passion for writing and for my desire to help
others find their voices. In this preface I explain how my early volunteer and
professional work with the refugee and immigrant population as well as later academic
exposure to the importance of valuing students’ experiences and passions in the language
classroom gave rise to the idea of using a writing group to help immigrant women
improve their language skills and adjust to life in the United States. Drawing upon these
personal and professional experiences and using theories from the fields of second
language acquisition, composition, and education, I wanted to come to a better
understanding of the benefits of writing for women living in a second culture and
learning English as a Second Language (ESL). Not only does immigration result in
uprootedness from one’s home culture but it also places individuals on the margins of the
new culture. Immigrant women, in particular, face further marginalization because of
their gender, and in the process, they often become voiceless. Consequently, their stories
are lost as they are dehumanized in a sociopolitical context where debates over
immigration shape our perceptions of these individuals as nothing more than their
immigration status. Yet, this population of individuals was among my earliest teachers of
language and culture and of the power of voice and story. Therefore, I wanted to find a
way to learn from them within the context of my academic life and help them learn from
writing.
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My first encounter with someone from a cultural background other than that of a
middle-class white female from the suburbs of Memphis, Tennessee, came when I was
twelve. A refugee who was resettled by a local social service agency spoke to my school
class. After hearing his story, my youthful idealism drove me to offer to teach piano
lessons to the refugee children at this social service agency. Because the organization
had other needs, I spent forty hours a week over the next four summers watching refugee
children while their moms were in English class and helping out in the basement food
pantry and clothes closet. As I moved into high school and the organization was legally
able to pay me, I used my Spanish skills to help translate for the immigrants who found
themselves on the buildings’ steps looking for transportation, food, work, and fulfillment
of other basic needs. These experiences certainly were contrary to my original intentions
and not always glamorous, but by listening to the stories of the individuals with whom I
worked, I became more aware of the world beyond my privileged and sheltered suburban
life. They were stories of conflict and resolution, of despair and hope, of vulnerability
and resiliency, and of change in their personal lives and surrounding worlds. These ideas
further fueled my idealistic notions, and after earning my sociology degree at The
University of Memphis, I went to Syracuse University to learn how to change the world
with a Masters in Public Administration.
Exposure to individuals from more than sixty countries in graduate school taught
me the beauty of diverse languages and cultures and the importance of tolerance in
appreciating that beauty. Following graduate school, I found myself in contact with
English Language Learners (ELLs) both in the Dominican Republic teaching middle/high
school reading and math and in Memphis running a family literacy program. In these
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experiences, I continued to listen to students share about their lives, and in doing so,
relationships were formed between me and the students and between students and their
peers. The students also came to a greater awareness of themselves. Finally, and perhaps
most importantly, through the process of listening and sharing, they felt valued which
lowered their affective barriers so that they would practice more with the language
ultimately improving their abilities to communicate in English. It seemed to be that in
the telling of the stories both the story-teller and the audience benefited as I learned from
them. Yet, my belief in the power of finding one’s voice and the utility of writing was
rooted in nothing but these ordinary encounters and driven solely by intuition.
As I started my doctoral program and began teaching in the university
composition classroom, my intuition about the power of language generally and of
writing and reading specifically gained empirical grounding. When I entered the doctoral
program, instead of working with non-native English speakers, I now had a student group
of native speakers who were nevertheless facing their own linguistic and personal
challenges. Teaching English composition gave me a whole new perspective on ELLs
who were not necessarily non-native speakers. At a university with approximately 42%
of undergraduates who are first-generation college students (Vanwyngarden) and among
whom many graduate from a city with a struggling public school system, the students
faced challenges with the type of academic literacy necessary to be successful in higher
education. Yet, the more I interacted with the students, the more I realized the problem
was not that they were somehow less intelligent or remedial, as we like to say to be
politically correct, in their academic writing. The problem was that their voices—their
interests and experiences—had been completely silenced in the classroom. In fact, after
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13+ years in school, many of them no longer knew who they were or how they could
express themselves. Removal of choice and fear were used as weapons against them.
Like the women in the Tenderloin Women Writers Workshop described by Caroline E.
Heller, they had been underserved but still possessed an “intellectual hunger and
curiosity,” and they deserved classrooms that honor[ed] the[ir] high intelligence,
feistiness, and social needs” (101).
Therefore, I began an informal pedagogical experiment in my second semester
English composition classroom to help students recognize the connections between
language and social change. I wanted them to recognize the power of their voices. Just
as with the ELLs, I knew that one of the best gifts that I could give them to help them
improve their language skills was a feeling that they were valuable in the classroom. As
Mike Rose states, “There is a potent lesson here, I think, for programs that work with all
manner of children and adults. . . who have had a rough go of it. Programs and
classrooms that convey a sense that you matter, that your mind matters, foster
achievement where achievement seemed unlikely.” By reconnecting writing with the
students’ passions, as an acknowledgment of the importance of who they are as
individuals, I have seen students with little confidence in their abilities to read and write
come to enjoy these activities as opportunities to explore their worlds and express
themselves.
In my attempts to help my students identify themselves as writers and realize the
utility of writing, I invited other real writers into our classroom to share their stories of
how they discovered their voices. During a couple of these visits, I was exposed to the
concept of the writing group. One friend of mine was hosting a writing group in a local
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women’s prison (Blanchard) and another friend was facilitating a writing group at an
outreach organization for the homeless population (“Workshop Participants”). I mulled
over the structure of these groups and thought of their applicability to ELLs generally and
the refugee and immigrant women specifically with whom I had begun my community
work sixteen years earlier. Although I am, in many ways, at the center of social,
economic, and political power because of my race and socioeconomic status, I thought of
my efficacy in facilitating a similar group for immigrant women in ESL classrooms in
which reading and writing are often de-emphasized. Writing within a group, I imagined,
would give them an opportunity to find personal understanding in lives marked by the
disruptions of immigration. I also thought of the potential power in helping this
population at the margins to be understood so as to create social change. In short, through
this writing group, I hoped the women would share their stories—stories not dissimilar to
those of lives and limbs dismembered that originally brought me to this work—and find
their voices.
In my roles as a student, a teacher, and a social advocate, I have found great
satisfaction in the listening and telling of stories. Writing, as a mechanism to make these
stories permanent, is powerful. I have seen its power to heal, to enlighten, and to change.
Yet, this research was my opportunity to add legitimacy and scientifically-gathered
evidence to support my belief in the power of writing and the creation of a supportive
atmosphere to nurture the writer’s voice in the hopes of generating benefits for
individuals’ development of language and creation of identity and community within a
new culture.
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Each chapter of this dissertation aims to tell the story of what happened in this
research, and what follows is an overview of the contents of the chapters.
Chapter 1:

Origins of the Study
In the first chapter, I explore the power of writing in my personal and
professional lives so as to inform the origins of the study. In addition, I
have offered an overview of the scholarly background that gave rise to this
research.

Chapter 2:

Theoretical Construction
In the second chapter, I explain how critical literacy pedagogy, moderate
expressivism in composition, and narrative theory helped to shape the
design of this research. Acknowledging the ways in which we write in
social contexts that are shaped by differential power relations, critical
literacy theorists help to explain how reading and writing can be useful as
tools of personal and sociopolitical empowerment. Furthermore, this
empowerment happens as students find their voices, that is, write about
subjects that are meaningful to their lives, which is a foundation of both
moderate expressivism and narrative theory.

Chapter 3

Literature Review
The third chapter presents an overview of the literature related to second
language acquisition and composition in such a way as to justify the use of
a writing group among a group of adult immigrant women living in a
target culture and studying ESL in a community organization. To do so,
this section explores the social nature of writing and the qualities of a
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writing group that provide the opportunity to write for real audiences and
purposes; engage in collaborative learning; construct and re-construct
narratives that help to make sense of old and new identities, cultures, and
communities; and offer non-threatening supportive environments.
Chapter 4

Research Methodology
The methodology chapter comprises the fourth section of this dissertation.
To study the effects of a writing group on the language development,
identities, and communities of women in an ESL setting, a qualitative
approach based in grounded theory is used. This research was conducted
with 10 participants over the course of 15 weeks. This chapter describes
the key elements of the study including: the problem, significance,
research questions, setting, participants, researcher’s roles, data collection,
writing activities, and limitations of the research.

Chapter 5

The Writing Group Members and Their Work
This chapter holds the heart of this dissertation as I introduce the writing
group members and offer samples of their written work and field notes
from my observations with them. In short, this chapter carries the data
that informs my analysis and conclusions.

Chapter 6

Analysis of Data
In Chapter VI, I have offered an analysis of the data presented in the
previous chapter.
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Chapter 7

Conclusions, Implications, and Applications
Based upon the analysis of the data, Chapter VII offers lessons for
students-as-writers and teachers-as-writers in coming to a better
understanding of the effects of such a writing group. By doing so, I hope
to offer advice to other individuals as they work with ELLs in the
development of literacy generally and writing specifically. In addition,
this research also offers insight for the design of writing programs or
environments for all manner of children and adults—particularly those
who voices have been silenced.

Through this research, I have been fortunate to reconnect with my story by listening to
the stories of other individuals. This act of listening and sharing has drawn me closer to
my passions and helped me to gain a better understanding of language teaching and
learning…of the joys and struggles our students experience as writers. For the reader, I
hope that the insights that unfold in the pages that follow facilitate connections between
teachers and students. As Cami Walker explains, “It’s about stepping outside of your
own story long enough to make a connection with someone else” (qtd. Marshall).
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Chapter 1
Origins of the Study
“Those who are ‘marginal’ or ‘marginalized’ lead lives determined in fundamental ways
by others. . . . The inaccuracies and inadequacies of these definitions become clearer—
when applied to individual acts. . . of self-articulation, when applied to speaking,
thinking, and writing. [T]o live ‘in’ and ‘on’ the margins is, in many respects, to be free:
to try to reach out, to speak out from behind the veil of silence, to take risks, to take
chances, to open themselves to experience in what are possibly, although not assuredly,
informative and enduring ways” (McQuade 18-19).
In this chapter, I present my understanding of writing from the margins that
frames my intentions in this research. After detailing the ideas that led to this research, I
connect them with my personal experiences of writing as a transformative force based
upon personal and professional experiences as well as scholarship.
Writing from the Margins
This research begins with what happens inside and outside of the margins—the
margins of writing and the margins of living. In school, we are trained to not write in the
margins. My earliest memories of composing essays depict a deliberate attempt to avoid
the space, the sacred inch or so framed by faint pink lines, which creates borders.
Ironically, as we mature as writers and readers, we are then told that it is acceptable, even
preferable, to annotate as a strategy to make sense of texts. Therefore, provided we own
the text being annotated and it is not the property of a library or educational institution,
we must unlearn our habits and write in the margins. The notes help sophisticated
readers and writers to make sense of the text, to raise pressing questions, to connect
material, to note a perfectly-put phrase or a muddled message, and to think more
critically about the original author’s purpose in crafting the message as she did. The
margins, then, are important places of discovery.

1

In addition to the literal margins of a page are the margins of our societies, and in
this sense, the word has consistent negative connotations as the margins are places of
disempowerment and disconnectedness. People can be pushed to the margins of society
because of many factors within or outside of their control. Race, ethnicity, economics,
gender identity, religion, etc. become the pink dividing lines on the outside of which exist
the Other in society or the nondominant, the space, the nothingness in writing. Yet, I
prefer to think of this same area though as a place for discovery. Specifically, for writers
who are marginalized in life, and we all are at times, writing in and from the margins, as
Donald McQuade notes, can be a place of empowerment. Similarly, in Yearning: Race,
Gender, and Cultural Politics, bell hooks highlights the ways in which life on the
margins is a space of “radical openness,” not a “collective despair [where] one’s
creativity, one’s imagination is at risk,” but a place to “tell stories and unfold histories”
(149-152). Given these understandings of the margins of living and writing and my
interest in ELLs as a student of applied linguistics, I wanted to know what would happen
if a group of immigrant women, who are often marginalized by their ethnicity, their
culture, and their gender, came together to write, whether inside or outside of the
margins.
Intentions of the Research
Writing groups have been used to give voice to stories, improve language skills,
and result in personal and social transformations. Writing group researchers like Nancie
Atwell, Robert Brooke, Kenneth Bruffee, Lucy Calkins, Peter Elbow, Rick Evans, Anne
Ruggles Gere, Donald Graves, Andrea Lunsford, and Donald Murray have explained the
advantages of writing among a community of writers. These groups have been
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documented for their benefits among marginalized groups including individuals in
prisons (Boudin; Blanchard; Cowser), nursing homes (Schuster), homeless shelters
(Heim), HIV/AIDS outreach organizations (Nye), and veterans centers (Dohrer).
However, the use of these groups is limited with non-native English speakers. Still, the
potential for such writing groups to benefit this population and serve as a model for rethinking the language classroom is present. For example, the Newcomer Women’s
Services Toronto runs a Writer-in-Residence program to help immigrant women “reclaim
their voices through the written word.” This group is diverse and facilitated by a
published author, and while the language skills vary, the women have even published a
cookbook as a result of the work in their writing group. Similarly, Brown describes a
writing circle among the children of Hmong refugees. This group gathers regularly to
write to explore their roots and to heal from “language issues, poverty, and social
isolation.” In addition, they are able “to make sense of the dualities of growing up
Hmong American.” Even though they are the first generation in their families to
encounter a written language, they are able to use writing as a powerful tool and have
published a book entitled How Do I Begin?.
In another example described by Angeles, Hurtig, Cardenas, and Nieto, the
Community Writing Project of Chicago is a series of writing workshops for Mexican
immigrant women housed in their children’s schools. The facilitators note: “We believe
that every person is a thinker and an artist, that the stories people tell about their lives
contain important insights for themselves and their neighbors, and that the seeds for
change can be found in the artistic and intellectual renderings of ordinary people. Our
goal is to provide a forum for creative expression in which people can share their
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experiences, examine their lives, and become recognized within their communities as
writers and leaders.” The writers publish in a magazine specific to the group, and their
writings explore the challenges of living in a new culture. As I began this research, I
envisioned the writing group providing such forums for immigrant women studying in a
community-based ESL program in Memphis, Tennessee.
The writing group came to embody what is possible in this type of setting. The
twelve women in this study ranged in age from twenty three to sixty two. They came
from Mexico, Vietnam, Peru, Sudan, Yemen, and Ethiopia. They were single and
married. Some had children and others none. They were united in their resolve to pursue
their dreams. In fact, our first writing activity involved a group poem inspired by an
activity in Koch’s Wishes, Lies, and Dreams. We each wrote one line of a poem
beginning with “I Wish…” While I did not specifically state that these lines had to
involve language goals, most of them did. Our poem is a testament to their motivation:
I wish…
I wish to speak, to learn, to tolk, to understand not very well but the most better
possible English.
I wish to know friends to speak English.
I wish I can speak, reading, writing English.
I wish speak English very good and take citesen sheep.
I wish beeging a billionaire one day.
I wish good live for every one on this erth.
I wish speak, writing, and read English.
I wish this year speak, listening, and writing English good.
I wish speak Einghish and job.
I wish to know why my dog barks in his sleep.
I wish is speak English very well to everybody can understand me, because I feel
that my English is still broken.
I wish come to is school.
I wish I get a job.
I wish I speak English fluently.
I wish I have a good healthy.
I wish I have many friends in U.S.
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Beginning with these wishes in mind, I wanted the writing group to be a creative
center from which the students could grow in their abilities to help themselves and their
families. The writing group for this research exists within a liminal space. It is not
housed within an academy; therefore, it is not a curricular writing group. However, it is
housed within a classroom of community-based ESL program so it is not an
extracurricular group. In her research on writing groups, Anne Ruggles Gere urges the
academy to “tear down classroom walls” in the instruction of writing to study
extracurricular writing groups for what they can teach those with power about the
abilities of people without power to use their voices (“Kitchen Tables” 86). Gere adds,
“By stepping outside our classes in both economic and academic terms, we can contribute
to and learn from the extracurriculum as we reconsider relationships between economic
power and attributions of qualities in the writing of our student bodies.” This research is
built on the assumption that ELLs specifically are often otherized and not seen as writers
by non-native speakers. Certainly, too, these beliefs are internalized and literacy
activities are often resisted in community-based ESL classrooms.
In one of my initial visits to DeNeuville Learning Center, the host organization of
the writing group, a teacher shared with me his experience of leading a writing-focused
summer program at the school. During this time, the students took field trips to the art
museum, the grocery store, and a local restaurant, and then, they were encouraged to
write about their trips. I asked how the students enjoyed the activity to which the teacher
responded, “They hate to write.” Such a notion speaks to Gere’s explanation of viewing
“writing as a barrier to be overcome rather than an activity to be engaged in” (“Kitchen
Tables” 88). In designing this research, I was driven by the hope that writing could be
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useful for their development of language as well as their sense of identity and community
in a new culture.
To do so, I wanted the writing group to be an inviting circle of trust in which the
participants felt free to share, to listen, and to learn. I also wanted them, in the process, to
tell their stories. So much of the curriculum of composition is driven by requiring
students to write about subjects far removed from their lives. Instead, I hoped that a
writing group would encourage participants to reconnect to those stories that shaped their
identities. Anita Plath Helle describes the need to tell stories among marginalized
populations as a “thirst for self-recovery. . .the need for others to witness one’s most
acute and pressing perceptions” (41). She also says that this desire “has a life in the
margins of the mainstream in ways that those who live amid more secure surroundings
may not experience quite so urgently—unless the sources of their sense of self, the
different facets of what they believe to be their identities, are imperiled or lost” (41).
Given the empirical support for writing to heal and facilitate change, I imagined that
these processes would be important as individuals straddled new and old cultures.
Furthermore, could this group of immigrant women use writing to reconcile their new
and old linguistic and personal identities? While I did and do not want to suggest that all
of the participants would be oppressed as noted in the work of critical literacy theorists
like Paulo Freire, I also understand that teaching and learning are not apolitical activities.
Furthermore, I have seen the transformative effects of writing in my own life and in the
lives of my students, and I hoped that these same benefits might be empowering to the
participants in this writing group.

6

Writing to Change
My Life
As a child, I was fortunate to be surrounded by stories both passed along by my
mother and written in books. “Mom, tell me a story” was my often repeated bedtime
refrain. In addition to telling me stories from our lives, my mother also read to me
regularly, and my childhood home was and continues to be filled with books. These
early literacy experiences instilled in me a love of reading and of writing. More
importantly, they helped to lower the affective barriers like fear and low self-confidence
that are obstacles for many people as they encounter the written word, especially as it is
presented in formal education institutions. The world of books and of words have never
been intimidating to me as I was encouraged to read and to write and rather easily found
a home in academia for the better part of the first three decades of my life. A selfdescribed bookworm, I would come to understand how reading influenced my writing
abilities. Whether in classroom writing assignments, professional communications, or
regular personal journal entries, I enjoy the act of putting pen to paper to create, and I
enjoy reading because I gain ideas that that help me to better express myself. Yet, I also
know that I am fortunate to have been raised and live in such a culture that has facilitated
my language development with positive literacy activities.
Writing to Change
My Teaching
For many native and non-native speakers, though, reading and writing are not
pleasures to be enjoyed but rather activities to be feared. At the beginning of each
semester, I ask my university students to name their strengths as writers. They laugh.
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The idea seems foreign to them. “I know that I am not good at writing,” they tell me as
they dismiss their abilities. My guess as to an explanation of this inability to perceive
themselves as writers is confirmed by their sharing that along the way their teachers’ pens
have silenced their ability to use their own pens. They have been exposed to so many
meaningless writing assignments that have been subsequently butchered by their
teachers’ authoritative voices that they no longer enjoy writing. Even worse, some of the
students have never been challenged to write and to read, and thus, without the practice,
the idea of writing seems foreign. However, over the course of the semester, they come
to realize that they are writers and that they can use writing as a means to understand
themselves and their worlds. A part of this discovery comes through authentic writing
tasks that allow them complete freedom to choose their topics and to write for audiences
that do not include their teacher.
In the fields of language teaching and composition, we are often afraid to allow
students to write about the personal in favor of more academic tasks or survival skills
functions. Yet, a freedom to explore the subjects they know best—themselves—
empowers students far more effectively than arbitrary assignments. Bishop notes that
there is a “profession-wide uneasiness regarding the connection of self to writing” (505).
Particularly with students who are reluctant writers either because of language barriers or
because of affective factors that decrease their willingness to communicate, I have seen
the importance of providing opportunities to increase fluency by writing about topics
about which students possess passion. Passion, according to Greene, is the “power of
possibility” (“In Search” 427), and I view writing as a way for my students to connect
with the possibilities for their lives…what could have been, what is, and what might be.
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In my composition classroom, one of the ways students explore the nooks and crannies of
their lives is through public blogs at www.blogger.com. These “uncorrected” spaces are
public journals of what the students find interesting in their worlds. Through these
spaces, not only do I learn more about the students but they learn more about themselves
and each other. In the process of developing self-awareness and making connections to
others with similar interests and experiences, they become a community of writers and
readers breaking the isolation and the silence and finding their voices.
Comments from the students capture their reactions to having freedom of
expression as well as their evolution as writers:
I have learned to write as much as I can to express myself….Before taking ENGL
1020 I did not think I could make a difference writing about anything because
Memphis City Schools System had implanted in my mind that my word means
nothing. . . . I have learned to have thick skin when expressing myself because
everybody is not going to appreciate what you say all the time, but what you say
does matter and has an effect on somebody else.
My doubts started with the blogs. I was unclear on how to do the blogs and
wasn’t open with a lot of my everyday life experiences. Also, I had a lot to say
but just wasn’t comfortable saying it. As time progressed, I learned how to share
my thoughts…and get life experiences off of my chest. The blog gave me a place
to vent but also allowed me to see what others were going through and allowed
them to comment on my blogs and interact and hear how they viewed the issue I
was dealing with.
To write your thoughts on paper or in a document is so great; I learned that
through blogging. I thought I would hate blogging, but I actually started to like it
once I adjusted to it. I think blogging is so much better than writing papers every
damn day. Blogging also gave us a chance to let our voices be heard.
I have learned that if there is something that you are really passionate about then
use your voice to speak on it, it can take you far. If I could describe this
experience, I would say that throughout the semester, we have been able to
address our passions, hopes, dreams, and possibly add to our support system. I
have also learned that everyone is a writer.
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Donald Murray explains that to view themselves as writers and become better
writers, students need real reasons to write, time to write, audiences for their writing, and
exposure to other individuals’ writings (84-88). In the composition classroom with
native speakers, these public blogs are just one method that satisfies all of these
conditions. In addition, we invite other guest writers into the classroom to engage us in
dialogue, as “rehearsal for writing” (Hillcocks qtd. in University of California Santa
Barbara), around the theme of language and social change. We also write letters to the
editor. We share stories of using our voices to create change. We listen to one another.
These activities work not in a traditional hierarchal classroom configuration that
privileges the teacher, her desk, and her voice but rather as a more egalitarian circle, a
group of individuals coming together to read, write, think, listen, and share; our classes
are what Bishop describes as “‘home rooms’ for first-year class[es] in transition” (509).
I am no longer a teacher but a facilitator and a student of my students. Consequently,
even the most reluctant of writers over the course of the three semesters that I used this
format, come to believe in the power of their voices. In the words of one student, “In this
classroom, we mattered, our voices made a difference. Even though I sat in the back of
the classroom and never really said much. . . I felt safe, I was comfortable, I was ME. . .I
still love to write, my voice matters, and my words on paper are just as strong and
meaningful as if they were spoken words.”
Writing to Change
The Scholarship
As I worked with these native English speakers, I considered how the concept of
voice might be useful in the second language classroom. Because of my desire to
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reconnect with the work that I had done with refugee and immigrant women, I thought of
the ways in which a writing group might help them since they are often silenced by a
target culture that considers their foreign-born status before their humanity. My writer
friends who had some to speak to my English composition classes were holding writing
groups with other marginalized populations including women in prison (Blanchard) and
individuals affected by homelessness (Prewitt). I saw in these groups the potential for
what Yvonne S. Freeman and David E. Freeman call “a literate environment where [the
writers] have daily opportunities to read and write about things that are important to them
and that serve their purposes [to help] them become literate in our complex, literate
society” (190). Therefore, I wondered what use writing could serve to help adult women
learning English. Nye’s dissertation research on a writing group with individuals at an
HIV/AIDS outreach organization provided great inspiration for the use of such a
pedagogical tool among my target population. I began with the idea that writing within a
community could help with language skills, and Nye’s ideas of writing as healing also
helped me to realize that the writing might have other tangential healing or change
benefits. As immigrant women confronted their new and old identities, could writing
help them to make sense of who they were? Furthermore, could the empowerment
offered by writing translate into other areas of their lives helping them to navigate a new
culture?

To begin to answer these questions, I drew upon research from critical literacy,

narrative theory, and moderate expressivism.
Realizing the connections of writing with power due to the social nature of this
activity, a grounding in critical literacy theorists like Freire and Giroux informed my
research. In my composition courses, Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed is the first of
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few “assigned” readings of the semester, and his notions of literacy groups in which
participants identify their own needs and use their reading and writing to create social
change appeals to the ways in which I aim to work with my students. Although I
understand that not all of my students are oppressed, I am cognizant of the ways in which
individual expression is largely killed by the structures of our American education
systems. Many of students enter the classroom conditioned to be like Freire’s notions of
passive receptacles waiting for the teachers to pour knowledge into their brains so that
they can then regurgitate the information. However, I know that if my students are to
come to enjoy writing as something other than the production of a formulaically
contrived five-paragraph essay, we must tap into our needs and passions. According to
Beth Daniell, Freire offers the idea, influenced both Marxism and liberation theology,
that we should have “an attitude of profound love for the human beings we teach. Being
treated as if one is worthy, as if one’s life is important, as if what one has to say is
significant and deserving attention, as if one is—yes—a fellow child of God, allows some
people, even the most silenced, to ‘come to voice’.…and in so doing, to see the world and
themselves differently” (402).
Both the person and the personal, though, are largely ostracized in academia
generally and in the composition classroom particularly as economic motives to prepare
our students for the type of writing they will encounter in their professions are
predominant. Yet, for adult students who bring rich life experiences to the classroom, it
is important that they are able to share their history, their culture, their perception of
society, etc. The “nontraditional” students as defined by their age have added such
enlightening stories to our classroom discussions…stories that have given their 18-year-
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old classmates room to pause and to reflect. Yet, in the telling of their stories, the tellers
have also benefited. One of my older students who I was sure was gaining little from
being “taught” by someone half her age wrote on a conference form, “I feel like I am a
changed person because of your class.” I imagine that these ideas of change could also
be beneficial for adult immigrant women who bring a wealth of experience to the
classroom. The life material is a writer’s best resource, and this material comes across in
the telling of stories.
Narrative theory highlights the importance of story-telling, and Donald Graves,
Carol Witherell, and Nel Noddings justify the use of stories in the classroom. The
subject we, as writers, know best is ourselves, and by tapping into that knowledge, we
realize that we have something to say…something that only we can say. In Writing to
Change the World, Mary Pipher describes her experiences working with individuals from
other cultures and helping them to cultivate their voices in English. She does so by
beginning with who they are as individuals. Recognizing that each student is situated
within a very specific history, she has her students write “I Am From” poems to help
them come to a better understanding of the influences of their families, their cultures,
their childhoods, and their backgrounds. bell hooks describes such writing as arrival
stories that “incorporate in the manner of telling a sense of place, of not just who I am in
the present but where I am coming from” (“Yearning” 146). Natalie Goldberg, too, in
Old Friend from Far Away and Writing Down the Bones helps individuals realize the
power of expression and of connecting to those experiences and interests that define our
identities. When starting this research, I imagined that this approach had applicability to
adult students in the ESL classroom.
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In addition to critical literacy and narrative theory, the ideas of moderate
expressivism by Donald Murray and Peter Elbow offer legitimacy for my idea of using a
writing group with immigrant women in an ESL setting. In the 1960s and 1970s, the
field of first language composition research, from which second language composition
draws much of its insight, shifted from an emphasis on the written product to the process
by which students create their writing. This emphasis also entails a greater focus on the
role of student voice. Not without criticism, the work of expressivists has shaped the way
that teachers, including myself, interact with their students in the writing classroom.
Rather than requiring students to fit the requirements of a product model, principles of
expressivism aim to help students discover what they alone can say. Fulwiler explains
how writing that is expressive in nature helps in the formulation of ideas and selfdiscovery as well as greater clarity and correctness in writing. Yet, some second
language acquisition researchers, like Zhang, question the applicability to the field of
second language composition because of the cultural influences among these students
that privilege the authority and voice of the teacher. In addition, because expressivism
does not allow for the influence of social context in students’ writing, the field of
composition gradually shifted to a post-process focus. Under this perspective, writing is
seen as a social activity in which the writer engages with his/her audience, yet individual
expression is still important. This research is designed with the idea that students’ voices
are important but also shaped by the social context, and thus power relations highlighted
in critical literacy, in which they write.
Finally, the work of Gere on the extracurriculum of composition allowed me to
understand how writing can find a home as an activity outside of the academy. The
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community-based ESL classroom operates in an undefined space as the students often do
not have academic goals for language learning but they are also in a “classroom” setting.
However, the extracurricular writing groups like the Tenderloin Women Writers
Workshop detailed by Caroline E. Heller seem to more closely resemble the environment
provided by the adult ESL classroom. Although participants described in groups like the
all-female Tenderloin Women Writers Workshop are native speakers, they certainly were
marginalized by power structures in society that are mirrored in the academy. While
survival communication skills are the emphasis of the curriculum of the program in
which the writing group is housed, these students bring a wealth of experience to the
classroom that is often not addressed by or included in the curriculum. Moreover, the
students resist writing and do not see themselves as writers. Yet, knowing how important
expression is and recognizing the value in their story, it is my hope that they can find
some liberation, empowerment, and healing through writing. Just as the members of the
extracurricular writing groups described by Gere and Heller benefited from increased
confidence and motivation to write when they felt surrounded by a community of writers,
I ultimately dreamed that through writing, the women would come to view themselves as
writers and because they shared their writing publicly, social change was also a result.
In short, this research is my quest to connect my personal and professional lives;
connect my passions, instincts, and experiences with scholarship; and reconnect with a
group of individuals who symbolize my earliest teachers of language and culture. No
matter who my students have been, I realize that I have learned more from their stories
than I have ever taught them, and the research that follows holds some of these lessons.
To give voice to these stories, as always, I relinquish some of the teacher power and
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control that is often present in a rather imperialistic ideology that often influences the
English language classroom. In its place, I present a writing group in which immigrant
women can find their voices and in the process receive other benefits that might help
them to acculturate in the United States…maybe even help to teach a broader audience.
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Chapter 2
Theoretical Construction
Critical literacy pedagogy and moderate expressivism will provide the theoretical
framework for this research on the benefits of writing groups in second language
acquisition. In addition, narrative theory will help to inform the substance of the group
work as individuals come to understand their identities in a new culture. This chapter
highlights the key features of each of these theories that inform this research on writing
groups among immigrant women in an ESL setting. While writing groups have been
used among native English speakers who are marginalized in social, economic, and
political power systems, the utility of such an approach remains largely unexplored in the
field of second language acquisition generally and second language writing specifically.
Yet, since the practice of writing and sharing with a group has been demonstrated not
only to improve writing but also to generate other benefits for the writer including
personal empowerment and healing as well as the formation of a community, it seems
that writing groups could be transformative for immigrant women in the United States
who are working to overcome linguistic and cultural challenges.
Critical Literacy
Henry Giroux defines literacy as "a process of becoming self-critical about the
historically constructed nature on one's experience" (153) adding that “[t]o be literate is
not to be free, it is to be present and active in the struggle for reclaiming one’s voice,
history, and future” (155). Through the framework of critical theory, literacy is an
vehicle for coming to a better understanding of oneself and one’s place in the world
(Schuster 137), and this research is based on the assumption that writing as a linguistic
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skill is a powerful avenue for immigrant women to find their voices in the context of a
new language and a new culture. The problem-posing approach to education explained by
Freire offers insight into empowering women through literacy. Noted for his work with
literacy groups in Brazil, Freire describes how these groups can be designed to help
individuals become more aware of themselves and their places in the world so that they
can effectively engage in action around key themes that emerge in their writings. “To
speak a true word is to transform the world,” notes Freire (87). As Kathleen Weiler
describes in building upon Freire's pedagogy, it is important that the classroom be a place
of recognition of the importance of personal experience as a source of knowledge and of
the value of the perspectives of people of different races, classes, and cultures. With such
a perspective, writing, reading, and dialogue are not ends in themselves but means to
address needs and desires in life. Liberatory education, then, gives students-as-writers
and readers agentive power to change their worlds.
This ability to create and communicate meaning is a key component, Freire
explains, of critical literacy and a problem posing approach to education. In contrast to a
problem solving approach in which teachers explicitly or implicitly hold the solutions to
the challenges faced by the students and share these solutions with the students who are
passive receptacles, a problem posing approach allows the students to explore their own
realities and develop their own solutions. Auerbach and Burgess explain how the
problem solving approach is often found in classes for adult ESL students that focus on
survival skills. This approach “reinforces the silence and passivity of powerless people,
rather than creating conditions that allow them to identify and think critically about
problems” (290) by “chunking reality into competencies corresponding to the specific
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skills judged necessary for successful functioning in American society” (291).
Unfortunately, as Heller describes, “policymakers are in the habit of creating narrowly
conceived functional definitions of literacy and literacy programs” (101). Yet, formulaic
instructions about how to secure jobs, find housing, access medical care, etc. can leave
out the experiences, the knowledge, and the culture that students bring to the classroom.
Teachers should question, therefore “how accurately [the materials] reflect the
immigrants’ reality and the extent to which they may shape that reality” (Auerbach and
Burgess 475). This wealth of resources that students bring to the classroom should be
utilized to empower students as they experience life in a new culture. Furthermore, they
may find a new community in their writing group which could alter broader social
perceptions in much the same way that Freire links consciousness to action. In short, in
writing groups, participants have been empowered to find and articulate their unique
value in a world in which they are pushed to the fringes of social, political, and economic
power.
In the article “In Search of Critical Pedagogy,” Greene traces the evolution of
critical pedagogy in American educational institutions. She asks, “How can we awaken
others to possibility and the need for action in the name of possibility? How can we
communicate the importance of opening spaces in the imagination where persons can
reach beyond where they are” (429-430)? Rooting our educational traditions in the fight
for freedom among the earliest settlers, she argues that our classrooms should be places
in which students can assert their rights and create change. By drawing upon the ideas of
figures like Thoreau, Dewey, and Peabody, Greene explains that students’
consciousnesses must be raised if freedom is to be attained; students “need to be released

19

from internal and external constraints if they [are] to share and make and articulate, to
leave their own thumbprints on the world” (432). The ebb and flow of these movements
of consciousness-raising has led to sporadic burst of social change resulting from
educational systems. Yet, after the Civil Rights Movement, our system has been largely
silent in inspiring such change. Although Greene wrote “In Search of Critical Pedagogy”
in 1986, many of her ideas sound as if they could have come from our efforts to institute
education reform in the 21st century. “The implicit promise is that, if the quality of
teachers is improved (and ‘excellent’ teachers rewarded and recognized), the majority of
young people will be equipped for meaningful participation in an advanced knowledge
economy wholly different from the mass-production economy familiar in the past” (438).
Yet, it seems that many of our educational practices generally and writing instruction
specifically have failed to inspire the critical thought so important to Freire’s notions of
critical pedagogy. We are, it seems, still in search of ways “to inspire hitherto unheard
voices. . .to empower people to rediscover their own memories and articulate them in the
presence of others whose space they can share” (Greene, “In Search” 441).
Indeed, writing, as a component skill of literacy, has been noted for its
transformational effects for both writers and the communities in which they live. In the
writing group for this research, writing, the sharing of writing, and dialogue about the
writing will allow participants to explore topics of significance to their lives. This
process will include the "social reconstruction of oneself in the world in a way that
provides meaning and expression of both individual and collective needs” (Schuster 137);
such an attempt to re-situate themselves in new cultures through writing will hopefully
have benefits as participants aim to address challenges outside of the writing group.
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Examining literacy through an anthropological lens, Scribner and Cole explore the
functions of writing in the Vai culture. Their findings indicate that these functions are
specific to culture but our educational institutions in the United States largely exclude
writing practices that could be more meaningful for individuals of diverse cultural
backgrounds. “[I]nstitutionalized learning programs have failed to tap the wide range of
‘indigenous’ interests and practices which confer significance on writing. Ethnographic
studies of writing in different communities and social contexts—in religious, political and
fraternal group—might help broaden existing perspectives” (85). To counter such
institutionalized writing practices, it is important that students are able to articulate in
writing those interests and experiences that are important to them.
Moderate Expressivism
In addition to critical theory, this research is grounded in ideas of moderate
expressivism. Using Peter Elbow’s ideas of the teacherless writing classroom described
in Writing without Teachers, this writing group will be structured so as to cultivate the
voices of individual students. Mary Pipher defines voice as “everything we are, all that
we have observed, the emotional chords that are uniquely ours—all our flaws and all of
our strengths, expressed in the words that best reflect us” (46). Expressivism aims to
help students to find and use their voices emphasizing fluency over accuracy and process
over product. While this approach has been criticized for its insensitivity to different
cultural expectations that privilege the communal over the individual in the classroom,
Elbow notes the power of voice to create connections between the individual and herself
and others and to promote active listening and awareness both of what is said and unsaid
(“Individualism” 334-337). By creating a community among writers and de-emphasizing
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the authority of teachers of writing in favor of facilitators of writing groups, participants
will be able to find their voices to come to a better understanding of themselves and their
relationships.
When viewed through an expressivist perspective, writing is a process of
discovering the self. In Writing with Power, Elbow asserts that everyone has the ability
to write. What is important, though, is to create conditions conducive to writing. Such
conditions include, first and foremost, “a topic of personal importance and urgent
occasion” (7). Once individuals have a personal reason to write, they must have the
opportunity to do so via such activities as freewriting—activities that involve minimal
direct instruction and critique in the initial stages (13-19). In describing the teacherless
writing classroom, Elbow explains how to create a workshop environment in the writing
classroom in which students write regularly along with the teacher. The aim is to write as
much as possible and to do so on topics that are most relevant to the writer. Revising and
editing are seen as later phases in the writing process. Such notions are important to this
research. Yet, pure expressivism does not place an emphasis on the contexts in which
writers write; however, by combining critical literacy theory with expressivist ideas of
the importance of developing personal voice in writing, this research does acknowledge
the importance of these contexts—an idea which is better articulated by post-process
approaches like social constructivism (Atkinson; Casanave).
Narrative Theory
To connect to their voices and to create individual and personal change, the final
theoretical basis for this research is in narrative theory. The ideas of Jerome Bruner
emphasize the ways in which “we organize our experience and our memory of human
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happenings mainly in the form of narrative—stories, excuses, myths, reasons for doing
and not doing, and so on” (4). Accordingly, classrooms should help students to
understand and describe their lives. Whiterell and Noddings explore the use of narratives
in the field of education. It is through the telling and re-telling of stories that human
beings come to understand themselves and their places in the world. Narratives are used
to make sense of experiences and to find a sense of connection and belonging as common
themes emerge. The narrative influences “the formation of the self and…the
construction, transmission, and transformations of cultures” (3).
Donald Graves explains the power of narrative. “Stories tell so much more of
who we are. In an impersonal world we crave connection. Our stories tell about where
we’ve been and where we want to go” (3). Furthermore, “the medium of narrative allows
us to understand the complexities of our lives by selecting essential elements that explain
ourselves to ourselves” (3). These stories help us to define ourselves and use language to
create and name reality. He specifically argues for the use of stories in the classroom. In
the foreward to Witherell and Noddings’ Stories Lives Tell: Narrative and Dialogue in
Education, Greene explains how stories help women, in particular, break through silences
and understand their experiences (ix-x). Therefore, to maximize the potential benefits of
the development of language, the construction of individual identity, and the creation of
community, students should be encouraged to write about their lives.
According to Charles Simpkinson and Anne Simpkinson, stories, “sacred stories,”
serve as “powerful imaginative vehicles [that] tell us about ourselves and in that way
transform us, while simultaneously connecting us to our fellow human beings” (1). The
authors explain how in many cultures the form of a story has a life beyond its teller. The
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narrative or story serves to help humans make meaning and touch the thread that sews the
individual to the community. Whether in the form of parables, fairy tales, or memoirs,
narratives permeate humans’ lives. They can offer healing. They can offer learning.
Simpkinson and Simpkinson offer examples of the restorative power of stories
particularly for individuals who are marginalized. They describe the changes undergone
by individuals in prison with whom Joe Bruchac shared his Native American cultural
practice of story-telling to help them come to better awareness of themselves and their
worlds. The individuals who were incarcerated never benefited from having stories told
to them when they were children. Yet, even more powerful than the lack of stories were
negative stories. Bruhac explains, “People are often powerless, alone, afraid. This is
because someone else is telling their story for them: ‘You are stupid. You are ugly. You
are undesirable. You are useless.’ Through storytelling, you can recognize your real
story” (qtd. in Simpkinson and Simpkinson 7). Working with individuals in a drug
rehabilitation program, John L. Johnson explains the power of telling and receiving
stories. Making links to the storytelling tradition in the African American culture,
Johnson attests, “Stories are what we live by and through” (158). Individuals in his
groups write two autobiographies—one at the beginning of the program and one at the
end of the program. The stories are read and discussed among the group to help both the
storyteller and the audience. In another example, Laura Simms relates her experiences of
working with teenagers with special needs. By creating a classroom that valued stories,
students discovered what Simms calls “just being human together” (8). Mankell suggests
that storytelling is a defining characteristic of our humanity—we are best described as
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“Homo narrans, the storytelling person.” In fact, stories give us a greater sense of
identity and empowerment.
It is the intention of this researcher to use the narratives of immigrant women to
explore their rich life experiences that offer skills and resources for overcoming obstacles
in the context of a new culture. As Heller notes, there is:
a strength that comes through connectedness. It is not a strength that denotes
might or power, but one that springs from an alliance that promotes a collective
analysis of social conditions and one that inspires action towards bettering those
circumstances. And it is an alliance that permits those allied to take notice of, or
even to discover for the first time, their own value as they are granted an
important place among others. (77)
Acknowledging the lack of research on the possibilities of writing groups among ELLs
generally and immigrant women in an ESL context specifically, this research will explore
the potential of the approach while drawing upon the ideas of the critical pedagogy,
expressivism, and narrative theory.
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Chapter 3
Literature Review
"You are very kind. Let me tell you a secret: there is no such thing as an uninteresting
life."
"Try mine."
"I would love to. One day you must tell me your full and complete story, unabridged and
unexpurgated. You must. We will set aside time for it, and meet. It's very important."
Maneck smiled. "Why is it important?"
Mr. Valmik's eyes grew wide. "You don't know? It's extremely important because it
helps to remind yourself of who you are. Then you can go forward, without fear of
losing yourself in this ever-changing world."
Mistry (593-594)
Overview more challenging skills to develop; as Elbow notes, writing is not
natural or “in our genes” (University of California Santa Barbara). The orthographically
deep nature of the English language system contributes to the complexity of writing
(Grabe 114-117). ESL programs, too, inadvertently facilitate the perception of writing
and reading as challenges to be overcome rather than processes to be enjoyed when they
emphasize oral communication skills and written assignments seemingly disconnected
from the students’ lives at the expense of giving students authentic writing tasks. Still,
these students do have a need for reading and writing in the English. As Robert Brooke
asserts, “We all write…because the behavior is valued by others whom we care about; we
continue writing because the act surrounds us with social response we value. If we really
want our students to benefit from a writer’s life, to find ways of making writing part of
the lives they lead, then we need to help them experience the kind of community in which
writing grows” (“Individualization” 153). To help students realize that they are a part of
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a community of readers and writers, the writing group is one approach to instruction that
could facilitate literacy generally and writing specifically. After grounding this research
in the principles of expressivism and exploring the socially-embedded nature of writing,
this literature review will argue that writing groups hold potential for adult students in
ESL classrooms because they give students real reasons and real audiences for writing in
a supportive and non-threatening environment.
L2 Composition: Processing in a Post-Process World
Much of what is known about the development of writing, as a component skill of
literacy, comes from first language acquisition research. To become better writers in a
first or subsequent language, students must have a purpose for writing, an opportunity to
write, an audience for their writing, and perhaps, most importantly, regular sustained
reading experiences (Murray 84-88). Natalie Goldberg notes that good writers will “read
a lot, listen well and deeply, and write a lot” (“Writing Down” 53). While readers do not
need much writing instruction as they have learned patterns of organization, sentence
structure, grammar, spelling, and vocabulary from their reading (Krashen), reading in a
second language is difficult and many adult ELLs might not find immediate reason to
read extensively or write in the English language.
Students learn to write best when writing is viewed not as an activity that is taught
by the teacher to the students but rather as beneficial process that begins with the students
themselves. Stephen J. Gaies explains how contributors to Richness in Writing:
Empowering ESL Students overwhelmingly note that writing is empowering. Writing is
empowering because with the language development the student can create and
communicate meaning. As students practice writing, they can learn to not only use
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writing to help them learn but they can use it to communicate to a wider variety of
audiences and for a wider variety of purposes, what Gaies calls “sociopolitical
empowerment” (xii); such personal and social empowerment can only result from the
creation of environments that create “students-as-writers”. For them to assume this role,
as teachers:
[W]e must acknowledge who our students are; we must understand and value
their life experiences and interests; we must offer tasks and challenges that create
a genuine sense of urgency to communicate; and we must foster forms of
interaction and collaboration within the writing classroom that stimulate thinking,
writing, and responding to writing. (Gaies xii)
For language minority students, it becomes even more imperative for them to find
empowerment through writing as they are situated in social contexts that view their
language backgrounds as limiting factors on their abilities to write. Yet, if writing begins
with the students, and all students are recognized for their abilities to create with the
written word, they will be more likely to see the utility of writing, the process of writing,
and the ways in which writing can help them to better understand themselves and their
worlds (Gaies xii).
Until the 1960s, composition research and the teaching of writing was dominated
by a product-approach that was based on the assumption that students could learn to write
by reading a literary work of a particular genre and then formulaically composing an
assignment to meet a set of standards offered by the teacher. Yet, a shift in the field
began to emphasize writing as an interactive process in which writers found their voices
(Ferris and Hedgcock 4-6). As Daniel J. Jarvis contends, “The Process Writing method
values the talents and growth of individual writers and makes them want to continue
writing because they feel good about their abilities.” In a post-process era, composition
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research has moved from a focus on the final product to a current focus on the process of
creating that product with an additional emphasis on the contexts in which writers write.
Atkinson explains how a post-process understanding of writing emphasizes that writers
do not simply engage in a personal process of creating texts but they do so within a larger
sociocultural context (10). Given this perspective, learning to write is about learning to be
aware of how texts are constructed in response to a particular purpose and audience.
Unfortunately, the teaching of second language writing has not fully kept pace with the
principles of writing for real audiences and real purposes in such a way as to tap into
students’ needs, interests, and backgrounds (Cary 84-85).
This interest in understanding the social nature of writing or social
constructionism has led Donna M. Johnson and Duane H. Roen to view the second
language writer as a “traveler through discourse communities” (4). They see writing as
enculturation into the communities of home, work, school, etc. in which they draw upon a
toolbox of using language to meet their needs and communicate meaning to their
audiences. Because learners are diverse it is important that teachers understand their
interests and language backgrounds. “We need increased understanding of how we can
build on what students know and can do with language in order to help them increase
their control over what they need to do with written English” (Johnson and Roen 6).
Rather than considering groups of students as homogenous based upon cultural
backgrounds only, teachers should be aware that there are many factors that will
contribute to how their students write including their personalities, their life experiences,
their cultures, and their background knowledge. John F. O’Flahavan and Robert J.
Tierney add that “students facilitate their own and others’ learning by sharing, offering
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support, suggesting possibilities, and evaluating ideas in a social context involving
communities of learners” (301). Therefore, to benefit students, teachers should work to
create these communities that privilege the writing of and dialogue between the students.
Unfortunately, in describing “borderland pedagogy” of composition research,
Andrea A. Lunsford and Lahoucine Ouzgane contend that the writing classroom has
become a place in which writers’ voices are silenced as they are encouraged to master a
specific academic and professional dialect (“Composition” 2-3). As an instrument for
homogenization rather than development of diversity of cultures and languages, the
teaching of writing is often a reflection of the rather “imperial process” (Dzaka 167) of
language teaching. Particularly with ELL students, David Dzaka reasons that this
silencing of other cultural and linguistic backgrounds leads to a resistance to writing
(158). This resistance creates silence as individuals become further otherized along the
lines of sex, class, race, ethnicity, or gender (Lunsford and Ouzgane 4). Marcia Farr
Whiteman and William S. Hall emphasize that “writing achievement in particular has
been most elusive in this country [for those who are] primarily poor, speakers of nonmainstream dialects, and members of minority groups—that is, those who are least
powerful and participate least in our society” (1). While reading often dominates literacy
instruction, without the ability to write, individuals can only receive and not transmit
messages (Whiteman and Hall 2). Writing is not only powerful to promote learning
through discovery and thinking but also this process of learning helps to create meaning
and stimulate action in the lives of the writers. Rather than use composition as an
instrument of oppression as student writers are encouraged to eliminate all traces of
native languages and cultures in an attempt to master academic and professional writing,
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educators operating from a post-process theoretical perspective should help to affirm the
agency and power of students’ drawing upon their histories, languages, and cultures in
their writings. Shirley Brice Heath further explains that students do not do the type of
writing in the classroom that they need outside of the classroom. Therefore, teachers
should develop an awareness of the sociocultural contexts in which students are called to
write and help students to do the same (38-39). Jennifer D. Turner and Youb Kim
identify classrooms themselves as “sociocultural contexts that situate the learner and the
learning and are shaped by the instructional approaches, practices, and strategies that
teachers enact” (23-24).
Writing as Power
The contexts in which students are called to write give rise to notions of the
connections between writing and power; in fact, because classrooms are reflective of the
social contexts in which they are placed, the role of power in the writing classroom
cannot be underestimated. Such ideas are integral to critical literacy theories and a postprocess view of composition. Daniell asserts that literacy is a social act, and it must be
understood in the context of the culture in which people read and write (397). While
cognitive theories associate students’ lack of innate abilities with “remedial” writing,
post-process ideas associate such labels with unjust conditions in the systems in which
writers read and write (396)—systems that often do not privilege the voices of the Other
and use writing instruction or a lack thereof as an instrument of power. Johnson and
Roen identify the connections with power contained in various terms that are applied
specifically to second language writers; terms such as “basic,” “inexperienced,”
“developmental,” and “limited,” disempower students and ostracize them from the
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writing process (6). Critical literacy theorists like Freire also note the connections of
access to the abilities to read and write with social, political, and economic power. For
example, Giroux explains that “[l]anguage is inseparable from lived experience and from
how people create a distinctive voice. It is also strongly connected to an intense struggle
among different groups over what will count as meaningful and whose cultural capital
will prevail in legitimating particular ways of life” (116). These ideas are not to intended
to suggest that all students are oppressed—what Daniell refers to as “grand narratives”—
but that teachers and students should develop an awareness of the ways in which
students’ reading and writing in local settings shapes and is shaped by their worlds; these
“little narratives” can help teachers “to help students learn to read and write critically so
that they can carry out the tasks of their lives with some control in an increasingly
complex culture” (401).
The literacy challenges of ELL students in an ESL culture are often framed in a
deficit model. As Turner and Kim assert, “[W]hen English language learners are viewed
as having language deficits, they may be excluded from the dialogue and discourses of
classroom communities” (23). In Wishes, Lies, and Dreams, Kenneth Koch describes his
experiences working with children in a New York public school. Because of the power
dynamics that are present in many classrooms, these children were often viewed as
somehow disadvantaged or less capable of writing. Consequently, their ideas and
imaginations—the substance of writing—were shut down. Because many of the children
were non-native English speakers, his challenge was to reinforce the assets of speaking
another language when writing in English.
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Koch explains that the imagination, unfortunately,
has been repressed and depressed, among other places at school, where their
difficulties with writing and reading are sometimes a complete bar to their doing
anything creative or interesting. They needn’t be. Degree of literacy certainly
makes a difference in a child’s ability to write easily and confidently, but it does
not inform his imagination. The power to see the world in a strong, fresh and
beautiful way is in possession of all children. (47)
The same could be said of adult students. Yet, ESL adults, like children, have often been
trained to be insecure about their voice in another language. Therefore, they need
encouraging environments that give them meaningful and interesting writing tasks that
provide appropriate level of challenge and discovery. Koch notes, “If I want them to
enjoy [writing], I look for an idea that will challenge them and teach them something
new, and I do what I can to help them feel its pleasures and possibilities” (45).
The Writing Group Alternative
Acknowledging the role of power in curricular and extracurricular activities of
writing, a writing group structure helps to form connections between oral and written
language, gives students opportunities to write about topics that lead to a better
understanding of the self and others, provides a venue for the sharing of writing with the
benefits of an immediate audience, and offers the advantages of a supportive, nonthreatening environment where the linguistic and cultural diversity of students’ voices is
honored and nurtured. Gere is known for her work on writing groups, particularly among
individuals otherwise disenfranchised from and within academic composition classrooms
(“Kitchen Tables”; “Writing Groups”). A writing group can be defined as a group in
which individuals write and share with others at each regular meeting. Murray adds color
to the definition explaining that a writing group is a “community where writers help each
other develop their own meanings and their own voices” (187). At each meeting of this
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community, writers write on a particular topic or topics at the beginning of the session,
then each writer takes a turn commenting on the draft, reading her draft, and then
listening to other members of the group comment on the draft closing her turn with a final
response to the audience members’ responses (Murray 193). In addition, Aine Ni
Chaeallaigh and Frances Augusta Hogg note that equal time be allotted for each writer to
share his or her work and receive/respond to comments as well as that time be designated
at the end of the session for participants to comment on how they experienced the session
(16-17). Such a structure follows some of the best practices for writing instruction that
allow for regular writing practice, an ability to take ownership of the writing, and
opportunities for responses from audiences, exposure to other people’s writing and to
other writers (Brooke, “Invitations” 12-13).
Mary G. White’s dissertation research entitled “Writers Among Friends” helps to
place the writing group in an historical context. Examining four communities of writers
that were formed by William and Dorothy Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge;
Percy Bysshe Shelley, Lord Byron, and Mary Shelley; Virginia Woolf, E. M. Forster and
Lytton Strachey; and C.S. Lewis, J. R. R. Tolkein, and Charles Williams, White explains
how the writing group is useful as a source of emotional and practical support as well as
beneficial for the audience it provides as writers explore issues in their writings with a
more critical eye. Within the context of a writing group, writers have been able to more
easily tap into the social nature of writing. White finds that the benefits of peer response,
though, are not limited to “published” authors but are to be gained by student writers as
well. The advice of Calkins in working with children supports this idea that writing
groups offer the chance to dialogue about writing and celebrate writing within a
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supportive environment. Atwell, who is most known for her work with adolescent
writers, also acknowledges that writing groups are beneficial. Because adolescents are at
a developmental phase in their lives that requires them to come to a better understanding
of themselves and their worlds, these communities of writers offer one avenue for them
to find their voices. The same argument could be made of second language learners
living in a target culture.
One of the modern-day writing groups that exemplifies these benefits is that of
the Tenderloin Women Writers Workshop. What began as a six-week experiment
became a three-year project that was the focus of research for Heller as described in Until
We Are Strong Together: Women Writers in the Tenderloin. This group was comprised
of women who had little experience with formal educational institutions but found
writing as an activity not reserved for the educated elite. To their writing the women
brought their life experiences from the Tenderloin District in San Francisco which, at the
time of the group’s formation in 1987, was a neighborhood fraught with the symptoms of
poverty. Once weekly, the writers gathered in this neighborhood at the Bay Area
Women’s Resource Center to write and share their writing. Heller makes a distinction
between the activities of this group and traditional functional literacy groups that limit the
instruction of reading and writing skills to help participants find jobs, navigate social
systems, etc. Instead, they engaged in writing their lives so that “they could be
distinctive actors, foregrounded from the invisibility, the marginality, such a
neighborhood, and such lives can yield” (Dyson xiv). There was, in other words, a sense
of empowerment gained through writing for the participants in this group.
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Embodying many of the principles of critical literacy pedagogy, Heller explains
that the group served functions for the writers who would float in and out of the group
over the course of its existence. As women from this neighborhood shared their stories
and gave feedback into the stories of their comrades, they found hope as well as a sense
of purpose in their lives in a process of coming to a better understanding of themselves
and their places in the world (Heller 9). These functions were not limited to the
improvement of their language skills or to the political changes that resulted from their
writing. Indeed, the writers found value in the writing for nine reasons. They were able
to: 1.) share life stories; 2.) tell mirror stories; 3.) increase identity and self-esteem; 4.)
raise individual consciousness and political awareness; 5.) share information and
resources; 6.) create a community; 7.) develop writing skills; 8.) benefit from general
teaching and learning; and 9.) support each other as social actors (17). In addition to
writing and sharing their writing with the group, public performances and publication of
their work in written form were important in fulfilling these functions. “Perform[ing] and
publish[ing] their work in widening spheres was absolutely crucial to the women’s sense
of themselves as writers with important, even necessary work to share” (Heller 48).
Ultimately, the women found that they mattered and that “they had lived lives that were
of value and that could be—through the precision of their own words—felt, understood,
and remembered by others” (18).
In a similar project that sought to document the lives of another marginalized
population—the elderly Jewish population in Venice, California, Barbara Myerhoff
describes how through the telling of their stories, these individuals found renewed agency
in their lives that had been discounted by a culture that privileges youth. Myerhoff
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describes the telling of their stories as important for its role as a “cultural performance.”
She explains, “Socially marginal people, disdained, ignored groups. . . seek opportunities
to appear before others in the light of their own internally provided interpretations” (105).
Furthermore, the telling of their life stories “helped them know themselves as the same
person over time despite great ruptures” (Myerhoff 34). This project parallels Schuster’s
work with a writing group in a nursing home. As individuals in Schuster’s group wrote
their lives and shared their stories, they found increased agency that let to increased
positive outlooks and relationships with other individuals both inside and outside of the
nursing home.
The Writing Group: Connecting Oral and Written Language
At a macro-level, human societies are rooted in oral traditions, and the emergence
of writing systems is relatively recent and still not present for all linguistic systems
(Fromkin, Rodman, and Hyams 506). Oral language is naturally learned before written
language in the native language though non-native speakers of English must often
simultaneously juggle the acquisition of both oral and written language as well as any
influences from their other linguistic, individual, or sociocultural backgrounds.
Therefore, it is no surprise that the acquisition of literacy skills is difficult for both native
and non-native English speakers. Yet, because writing groups are designed to allow
students to both write and share their writing orally, there is a more natural bridge formed
between oral and written skills. Furthermore, the story-telling traditions of oral cultures
are maintained in the narrative focus that is often found in writing groups. In Writing
With Power, Elbow notes that:
there’s a special power that comes from meeting face to face and reading out loud
what you have written. You may find the reading out loud frightening, but it is
crucial. For there is a deep and essential relationship between writing and the speaking

37

voice. It’s complex and mysterious, but one thing is clear: to write with clarity and
power requires an essential act of taking full responsibility for your words—not hedging,
holding back, being ambivalent. Reading your words out loud is a vivid outward act that
amplifies your sensation of responsibility for your words. (22-23)

Elbow’s articulation of the value of sharing writing aloud acknowledges the connection
between oral and written language, but language classrooms do not privilege the regular
sharing of writing. Instead, Elbow explains that students often write for no other reason
than to receive criticism from the singular authority given to the teacher (21). To
illustrate his points, Elbow describes his two-year-old son using language that is
“unintelligible to most listeners,” but because his son senses that his parents listen beyond
the errors, he is able to take risks with the language and learn in the process. “Surely it is
a help and not a hindrance in his learning to communicate better that he has one audience,
anyway, where his words work” (24). Furthermore, because students are encouraged to
write regularly about their lives, they are able to feel a more immediate connection to the
writing process and product that is so often distanced from their experiences in academic
and professional settings.
The Writing Group: Writing with Purpose
For adult ESL students, writing is all the more threatening within the context of a
new language and a new culture, but writing groups can help the students to better
understand themselves and their communities as well as improve their English language
abilities. Such a claim is based upon the fact that students will be more motivated to
write when the topics are purposeful (Pink). The Latin root word of education, educare,
means to draw out that which is within (“Education”). Therefore, in education generally
and language pedagogy specifically the aim of any activities should be to help students
develop a greater awareness of themselves and cultivate their abilities to better operate
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within their worlds. In fact, Janet Emig, Edwin E. Rousculp and Gerald H. Maring argue
that we write to learn…that “writing is a process of discovery and coming to new
understandings (382). One of the aims of the language classrooms, in fact, is to promote
agentive and autonomous student learners. Connected to Pink’s idea that motivation
requires a feeling of autonomy, writing groups are cited for their ability to allow students
to take active roles in their learning (Hirvela). Not only should autonomy be promoted,
but because of the social nature of writing and language community should also be
fostered. Koch argues, “So hearing and reading other students’ [writings] inspired the
[students], made them want to write, [and] gave them new ideas.” Because of the
diversity of needs and interests even within a community-based ESL adult classroom, it is
important that the teacher draw upon a variety of writing tasks that help the students
experience all stages of the writing process as well as draw awareness to the rhetorical
situations that call them to write.
Acknowledging the connection between writing, second language development,
and issues of identity and community, writers like Natasha Lvovich and Eva Hoffman
explore what happened as they began to learn a new language in a new culture. As the
languages they used changed, so too, did their understandings of themselves. They were
called to re-make their identity in their new culture, and their ability to do so paralleled
their ability to use the target language. Rosa A. Vallejo’s project with bilingual teachers
in a writing group echoes these themes of identity formation. The writing circle that she
created affected not only their writing but their lives and their roles as teachers. It healed
the women. It empowered the women. In her work with second language university
students, Heidimarie Hayes Rambo found the same sense of empowerment among a
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population unaccustomed to the type of personal writing that is often excluded in
academia. “They have little experience in thinking about personal identity as a complex,
ever-moving target that develops and evolves in language and through relationship to
others. Yet, this notion of identity is necessitated by the loss of those visual and
linguistic markers that have previously given the security of a constant identity in the first
culture” (Rambo 9). It is imperative, therefore to help students learn “how ‘to be’ in the
second language, which is not fundamentally an issue that will be resolved by reintroducing direct grammar instruction. What is needed instead is learner reflection,
introspection, and evolving subject positions (identity) in second language” (Rambo 15).
The Writing Group: Constructing the Individual Narrative
One approach to help to ensure that students are interested in the writing topics as
well as reflecting on their personal identities is the use of the narrative as students are
familiar with the material of their lives. Witherell and Noddings argue that narrative has
a powerful role in teaching and learning. The narrative influences “the formation of the
self and…the construction, transmission, and transformations of cultures” (3). Graves
affirms these ideas of the power of narrative. These stories help us to define ourselves
and use language to create and name reality. Graves specifically argues for the use of
stories in the classroom. Following the “show; don’t tell” rule of writing and teaching, he
demonstrates how stories were used in his classroom to help students learn through reallife experiences (6-7). Patricia A. Phelan describes students as “a sort of ‘story,’ both in
telling and being told, creating and being created” (19). Accordingly, she acknowledges
the power in reading and writing and sharing of stories to give students “confidence in
the validity of their past, their current experience, their hopes and images of the future”
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(19). For ELLs who have immigrated to the United States, the importance of the sharing
of stories through writing as an avenue for language acquisition and identity creation is
particularly important.
Given the power of narratives, writing could hold additional power for
immigrants to the United States and particularly women of this population. Identifying
the ways in which the immigrant is a “stranger” in a new culture, Shabatay explains how
narratives can help individuals of non-dominant cultures identify their unique strengths as
they work to overcome the barriers that straddling two worlds presents, and in the process
of telling their stories, they may also help the broader community appreciate the Other
(141-142). The stranger “must live with the tension of two cultures: new and old”
(Shabatay 140). For women who are also immigrants, their gender and ethnicity create
additional marginalization in society’s power structures. Gere adds how the “double
challenge” of race and gender among African American women led to the earliest
extracurricular writing groups such as the Female and Literary Society of Philadelphia
and others in the northeast (“Kitchen Tables” 84). Through these self-help associations,
women could “[write] their worlds and [help] one another to become better writers”
(“Kitchen Tables” 85). Connecting these historical examples to the modern-day
importance of writing groups particularly among marginalized populations, Gere explores
how such groups give their members a chance to express themselves and in the process
help them to learn that they have identities as writers…identities that matter in societies
that largely push them to the fringes. The benefits also included more self-confidence,
higher self-esteem, increased motivation to write, and empowerment associated with
freedom to participate in an activity that is seen as elitist…only designated for those who
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are writers as determined by socially, politically, and economically dominant groups (75).
Also noting their benefits, Cassese refers to such groups as story circles and affirms their
importance for women to work through emotions and experiences that are often ignored
by society (32-33). These same benefits could also be applied to immigrant women
because of their similar “strangerhood” created by ethnicity and gender, and writing
could help them to meet their own needs (Cooper 106) and break through silences to
understand and help others understand their experiences (Greene, “Foreward” x).
Narratives within a writing group structure for adult ESL students can take many
forms. “Whether inventing, reading, or listening to stories, reading or writing journals
and autobiographies, conducting oral history interviews, or engaging in therapeutic
dialogue, the teller or receiver of stories can discover connections between self and other,
penetrate barriers to understanding, and come to know more deeply the meanings of his
or her own historical and cultural narrative” (Witherell 94). The nature of a writing
group allows for students to explore themselves and their worlds in more authentic tasks
like journals, autobiographies, interviews, and dialogue. Such varied writing tasks help
to ensure that each learner finds the writing activities relevant and interesting. Alanna C.
Miller explored the utility of journals to promote expression in a writing group of
women. This type of freewriting promotes play and risk-taking with language and offers
the necessary practice in writing that helps writers to become writers (Cheallaigh and
Hogg 20). Cooper explains how the process of writing in a journal is a productive way
“to transform silence into language and action” (105). Because journals allow for
freedom, honesty, and spontaneous expression and exploration, they can lead to clarity,
resolution, and healing (Cooper 104-110). Furthermore, the collected writing in a journal
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offers the opportunity for reflection on writing. Through writing and reflecting on that
writing, students grow as writers (Ferris and Hedgcock 319). For immigrant women in
an ESL classroom, the therapeutic value of writing is of importance as they wrestle with
the process of acculturation. In fact, Cooper explains that “[f]inding a place in the culture
is finding one’s constructed voice” (110). A part of the process of a writer finding voice
means feeling that she is heard in the process of writing.
Estés traces the rich history of storytelling and its integral nature to indigenous
cultures. In the Latina, storytellers known as curanderas, contadoras, and cuentistas are
known to have healing power. Yet, the healing can only come if the cuentista places a
portion of herself in the story (78-81). For Estés, this storytelling tradition is a way to
communicate information across generations so that the inner selves of grandmothers,
mothers, and daughters are inextricably linked. They help to reconnect women to their
instincts that are often silenced in society. Therefore, the process of storytelling is
empowering, Estés notes, in a palliative way. “Without the instruction these stories
provide, women too often lose touch with their instinctual and intellectual lives; they
become buried beneath what we think we should feel and what we think we should want”
(88). The telling of stories, then, is personal and communal, an act of personal and
sociopolitical empowerment, and essential for a “soulful education” (88).
The Writing Group: Addressing the Affective Barriers
Acknowledging the presence of writing apprehension that creates silences among
marginalized populations, La Vona L. Reeves explains how her experiences as a “poor,
rural, and female” writer lead to increased fear. Women who have immigrated to the
United States and are studying English will likely have similar affective reactions to the
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creation of the written word. Reeves offers advice for any reluctant writer: write more,
develop a community in which concerns about writing are shared and listened to,
minimize error correction, encourage connection with voice, contextualize writing
assignments, encourage positive self-talk, and regularly share writing. The very act of
writing makes us vulnerable, she notes, and consequently requires courage (43). Mary K.
Clayton endorses the idea that experiencing writing blocks is more pronounced among
women. Yet, these same female writers possess when Rogers calls “ordinary courage”
(265). Reeves argues that by helping students to view themselves as writers they can
“experience writing to learn, not just to learn about a particular project but to learn about
themselves, their values, their experiences, their environment (38).
The study of writing apprehension (WA) is limited in second language acquisition
research though there is an acknowledged role of affective factors (Gungle and Taylor
237). What we do know is that “an overemphasis on grammar, sentence structure, and
prescribed forms at the expense of content-based communication is detrimental to ESL
acquisition, [and] such a focus can lead to high levels of WA” (240).

Therefore, Bruce

W. Gungle and Victoria Taylor suggest that teachers create a positive and nonthreatening writing environment. They recommend a workshop style classroom “to
lessen the mystery about what is involved in creating an effective piece of writing” (246).
With this format students can write, share their writing, and dialogue about their strengths
and weaknesses in their writing. Drawing upon the first language composition research,
such a student-centered approach allows for increased confidence among writers. This
confidence helps to lower what Stephen Krashen calls the affective filters, an essential
part of facilitating second language acquisition.
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This experience of learning can be therapeutic for the students. Wendy Bishop
explores the place of “therapy” in the writing classroom. While writing teachers,
specifically in the university classroom, have tended to ignore the role of affect in
writing, because of the personal nature of writing, individual emotions will arise in the
process. Because writing teachers feel ill-equipped to handle emotional issues that may
arise in writing, they often tend to avoid more personal writing assignments; “writers may
be encouraged to ‘draw from life’ but are discouraged from discussing what it means to
be living that life” (Bishop 504). Therefore, we often focus on the mechanics of writing
and the production of texts separate from the self. Yet, in avoiding the personal, we can
exclude the very personal reasons that provide motivation to write. The idea of writing as
healing has been demonstrated in the research of James W. Pennebaker, and these notions
are relevant to immigrant women as they straddled two cultures, two languages, and two
identities. In Pennebaker’s research with college students, he determined that improved
immune function resulted from journal writing. As students write, they should engage in
self-discovery and exploration (Bishop 505), and in the process of exploration, they will
experience various emotions. Bishop explains that there is an alterative to ignoring these
emotions:
Such a failure may disempower the majority of our students, those who don’t plan
to apprentice and don’t view themselves as inspired and/or talented and because
of such a deficit views also don’t view their writing (sometimes even themselves)
as valuable. However, when writing is demystified—understood as a useful,
personal, and productive activity, perhaps even as a part of a therapeutic
process…then the activity of writing and teaching writing becomes radically more
democratic. We all have life histories that are in need of and available for
exploration. (506)
Certainly, writing teachers do not have the formal education and training necessary to be
qualified as therapists. Yet, as teachers, “saying what we’re not (not therapists, not
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counselors, not specialists in affect or dysfunction) is not helping us to understand and
prepare to be what we are” (Bishop 512). However, if writing is an activity in which
individuals make sense of who they are (Brooke, “Modeling” 38), then writing teachers
and students-as-writers cannot avoid the personal or the emotional.
The Writing Group: Offering a Real Audience
Because of the social nature of writing, writing in a group also helps to provide an
immediate audience for the written product. Students can dialogue directly with each
other about their written products allowing for immediate audience feedback from an
audience of varied individuals (Mittan). Using this audience feedback on their written
work, students can then become more critical readers of what they have written and
revise their texts. Also, the process of reading aloud, too, offers benefits for hearing
elements in one’s writing that the writer might have otherwise missed (Elbow, “Writing
without Teachers”). Furthermore, Elbow explains how groups provide for motivation and
social support in the teacherless writing classroom. These ideas are consistent with
theories of collaborative learning by Bruffee and Vygotsky; students come together for
the purposes of writing and sharing their writing, they are ability to form a community
within the classroom (Mendonça and Johnson). Because of the non-threatening
environment that is created as writers within a writing group create as they form
relationships between each other, they are able to feel as if their texts, their voices, are
nurtured (Hirvela). Elbow notes that the “benefits seem to come not from hearing right
reactions or getting good advice from readers, but rather from being understood and from
hearing readers’ experience of one’s words and trying to have their experience (xx).
Gere adds to the benefits of the use of performance of writing produced in writing groups
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as it is part of the publication process of writing. The function of oral sharing of the work
helps to “strengthen the relationship between the story teller and those who hear the
story” (“Kitchen Tables” 77). As writers share their stories, Gere says that inclusion is
promoted among groups otherwise excluded—“invisible and inaudible”—in mainstream
society and classrooms that are reflective of social power structures (78).
In his elaborations on the social learning theories of Vygotsky, Luis Moll explains
three often overlooked aspects of this theory that are relevant to the teaching of writing to
ELL students. First, teachers should aim to engage students in writing as a whole activity
rather than as a set of skills or subskills (58-59). As a part of this holistic view of writing
development, Roen argues that students must have an audience, a meaningful topic, and a
purpose for writing. Furthermore and “[a]bove all, our writing assignments must not
have as a primary goal the avoidance of errors” (Roen 197). Second, although Vygotsky
explains how teachers should engage students in their zones of proximal development,
students, themselves, are not “passive recipients of the adult’s machinations” (59).
Together, teacher and students form a social system in which interactions take place that
facilitate language acquisition. Finally, assessment in Vygotskian terms is often thought
of as determining what a student can do by herself that she could not do before the lesson.
Instead, Moll suggests that language teachers use a “re-creation of meaning model”—
how do students evolve in their ability to participate in the creation of meaning through
new collaborative literacy activities. Accordingly, the classroom becomes not just a
collection of separate individual zones of proximal development but “of collective,
interrelated zones of proximal development” (61). In these collective zones, students can
“make sense of an experience to be able to re-create their own version of it” (67). A

47

writing group embodies these ideas that the development of writing occurs when it is
practiced as a holistic activity, when students begin to take ownership of their writing,
and when students engaging in writing as a social activity to create meaning.
The importance of creating a community of writers cannot be underestimated.
Deborah J. Augsburger explores the positive effects of such a community as students
come to understand that they are surrounded by people who will care about what they
have written. “As members of a community of writers, students and teachers become
more effective models and audiences for each other. We remember why we bother to
write at all, and our writing becomes more effective as we use it to truly communicate
with one another” (552). Without a real reason for writing and an audience to read our
writing, Augsburger explains how we become disinterested in sharing. She locates this
problem in just as much in the nature of writing assignments that are focused on
regurgitation of ideas presented in class as in a lack of community. Having a teacher as a
facilitator who writes along with the group enhances the group dynamics because
teachers can better empathize with their students.
The creation of supportive literacy communities in multicultural and multilingual
classrooms can help to support student writers. Turner and Kim trace the rise in
popularity of notions of community in the classroom. Drawing upon two qualitative
studies of teachers who effectively build classroom communities, the authors offer four
strategies for helping to foster a sense of community particularly among students who
represent diverse backgrounds. Teachers should work to foster relationships among
community members, promote responsibility among community members, empower
students to take ownership of their reading and writing, and help students to be more

48

reflective of their learning (Turner and Kim 26). These ideas reinforce the social nature
of reading and writing.
The Writing Group: Creating Social Change
Not only may writing groups hold utility for the development of individual
writers’ voices but they may also be useful in the promotion of broader social change.
Heller describes this process in two parts: raising social consciousness and supporting
taking action in the world (51-59). In fact, in discussing the identification of and change
in social problems, Heller says that the women allowed their life experiences to show the
gravity without using “the ‘isms’ of political jargon” (52). The sharing of these written
stories led to greater awareness and helped to empower the women to challenge authority
figures from landlords to city council member (Heller 58-59). Among non-native
English speakers, the use of the written narrative is a change-maker. “To mix languages,
to blend differences, is thus to struggle to produce change from within and outside
procedures that constrain us” (Helle 64), and as the students create with language the can
envision and re-envision their actual and possible worlds (Witherell 91). For immigrant
students, this understanding is important as they inhabit multiple cultures and experience
a new language. This struggle is important for social change, and public sharing of work
produced within the context of a writing group for adult ESL students can help to
minimize feels of distrust and fear created when this community is perceived only as
strangers (Shabatay 137). As communities come to understand the immigrant voice, they
begin to appreciate the other thus strengthening themselves as they honor the cultural
diversity. Therefore, ultimately, these groups not only hold benefits for individual
writers but for larger social groups who are exposed to the messages carried by the
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narratives. Heller declares, “The words of marginalized people, transformed in writing,
in stories, and in cultural performance, embody more than politics and social critique and
also more than new narratives of life experience” (20).
The Writing Group: Meeting Resistance
Despite the advantages of a writing group on adult ESL students, such an
approach is not without its critics in the field of second language acquisition. The
implication for such student-centered groups is that the voice of the teacher is
transformed to that of a facilitator thus giving less privilege to the perceived authority
figure. Shuquiang Zhang conducted research to determine how university ESL students
perceived feedback from their peers and found that the affective advantages that
accompany such a mutual support system were not immediately perceived by the
students. In fact, the students seemed to prefer the voice of the teacher as the authority in
shaping their writing. There was less trust among students in the accuracy of the
feedback provided by the peers as compared to the feedback provided by the teacher.
These findings led Zhang to question the ability to draw conclusions about second
language composition result from first language composition research (216-217).
However, these disadvantages can be minimized with carefully designed groups that give
attention to preparing students to offer and receive feedback. Ultimately, as students
share and respond to writing, they develop literacy skills. “By giving students practice in
becoming critical readers, we are at the same time helping them towards becoming more
self-reliant writers, who are both self-critical and who have the skills to self-edit and
revise their writing” (Rollinson 29).
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Summary
In this literature review, I have presented the research to support the writing group
as one alternative for re-thinking literacy instruction in community-based adult ESL
programs. Such an approach facilitates the development of oral and written language,
offers motivation to write through the creation of a community that serves as a supportive
audience, allows participants to explore their individual life stories’ which can be
important in the process of adjusting to changes in identity and community brought about
by acculturation, and can even stimulate social change. The teaching of writing, it has
been suggested, has less to do with direct instruction in and more to do with individual
practice—“essentially learnt, not taught”—as individuals develop an ability to use
language to express themselves in a supportive environment (Hyland 18). Koch adds,
“Teaching really is not the right word for what takes place: it is more like permitting the
[students] to discover something they already have” (29). Students should feel
uninhibited, encouraged, and connected to their interests and needs for learning a
language. Writing groups provide these conditions for adult students in communitybased ESL environments. The simplicity of writing and sharing writing to improve
writing is essential to developing this language skill. As Brooke states:
Writing is a social act, like speaking, and…learning to write happens most easily
and most naturally in a conversational setting where writers dialogue with one
another throughout the development of their pieces. Just as growing children
learn oral language by trying to take part in the conversations around them…so,
too, growing writers naturally learn their purposes, uses, and rules for writing
through trying to take part in the written conversations around them, aided by the
supportive interaction of peers and adults. (“Introduction” 4-5)
In addition to the linguistic benefits, for women who are often marginalized because of
their language, culture, and gender, these groups could also serve as mechanisms to come
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to understand themselves and find their places within a new culture. In the process of
developing English language skills, students are more able to create and deliver meaning
that affords them access to power, and through the sharing of their stories, they may
become less otherized and better understood. As an authentic and inclusive literacy
practice, the writing group places the student at the center and legitimates both her role
and her message as a writer. Ultimately, “women who [think] they [cannot] write find
that indeed they can” (Cassese 35).
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Chapter 4
Methodology
Overview
This research explores the effects of a writing group on immigrant women’s
language development, identity exploration, and community formation within the context
of a community-based ESL classroom. In this writing group, the participants came
together for ten two-hour sessions to write and share their writing. I, as the researcher,
served as a facilitator of the group and a fellow student-as-writer. The themes for the
writing prompts were chosen intentionally to relate to the material of the students’ lives.
Over time, I hoped that the writing group would become what Rousculp and Maring
describe as literacy communities: “dynamic classroom environments that are rich in
social relationships, in partnerships, and in collaborations involving talking, reading,
thinking, and writing” (384). Turner and Kim explain that there is no magic bullet in
creating such communities among multilingual and multicultural students, but teachers
should work to ensure the active participation of all students as well as the
acknowledgement of the strengths in their diversity (37-38). This chapter will articulate
how I went about creating such a community in the writing group. I have defined the
problem, the significance, and the key questions behind the chosen research design. In
addition, I highlight some key characteristics about the setting, participants, data
collection methods, curriculum, and researcher’s role in this research. In the process, I
have created a rational justification for the use of such an approach to answer the research
questions.
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Problem
There are now more than 35 million adults in the United States whose native
languages are not English (U.S. Census Bureau). According to Literacy Mid-South,
those individuals who immigrated to the United States when they were 19 or older are
more likely to have lower English literacy levels than their younger counterparts. In fact,
in 2003, 11 million adults in the United States were non-literate in English with 23
million adults who spoke English less than “very well.” Among this foreign-born
population, “women are an important, overlooked constituency…[and] are the gateway to
improving their own lives and the lives of their families” (The National Coalition for
Immigrant Women’s Rights). Women comprise more than half of immigrants, but they,
and their struggles “often remain invisible and forgotten” (Sreeharsha). As they adjust to
life in a new culture, their lower socioeconomic status is compounded by difficulties in
access to employment, housing, healthcare, education, family support, and other services
(Norton and Pavlenko). Language skills often influence their abilities to address these
challenges, and improved literacy skills in English specifically could help them advocate
for their needs.
Literacy has been shown to have correlations with many socioeconomic issues.
In fact, ProLiteracy estimates that low literacy’s effects on workforce productivity, crime,
and lost tax revenue cost the U.S. $225 billion each year. The effects are also associated
with more personal health care issues and spending, higher poverty rates, decreased
academic performance, and other social issues like domestic violence. It is no surprise
that these problems are common among adult immigrant women given their low literacy
rates (National Adult Literacy Survey).
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In addition to these challenges associated with meeting their basic needs, adult
immigrant students are also experiencing the process of acculturation that compels them
to come to a new understanding of their identities and their communities. They are
asking questions about who they are and where their places are in a new culture. Such
questions require an exploration of past experiences to make sense of their new worlds.
In short, these individuals wrestle with the demands of a new language and culture, but
literacy could be an effective tool for personal empowerment. Literacy is essential, in
fact, for adults “to raise children who have strong literacy skills, to be good employees, to
keep themselves and their families healthy, to be active in their communities, to advocate
for themselves and avoid human rights abuse, and to avoid crime” (ProLiteracy). The
challenges faced by adult immigrant students affect the ESL classroom, and educators,
administrators, and policymakers can better help these individuals by designing programs
that promote the development of language and literacy skills—skills that will transfer into
other areas of the students’ lives.
Purpose and Significance
The purpose of this research on an immigrant women’s writing group is to
determine how participants’ language skills, construction of their identities, and
relationships to others in a new culture are influenced by the act of writing in community.
Determining these effects will offer direction for ESL outreach programs as they work to
develop not only the oral communication skills of the participants but also the critical
literacy skills that are essential to the process of language acquisition and acculturation.
If language links the self and the world, writing groups could be powerful meaningmakers for women. In fact, for often marginalized immigrant women, the research could
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offer avenues for helping the population in an ESL classroom to raise their voices in a
world in which language and cultural barriers often leave them silent. Judith Barrington
notes that
women and people of color, in particular, have felt the brunt of the ‘who cares?’
syndrome. [They] find it hard to believe that their own lives are suitable subjects,
but the authoritative voice required for writing…can be particularly elusive for
those traditionally denied authority in the world, those more accustomed to being
objects than the subjects of literature. Speaking with authority for some feels both
unfamiliar and dangerously presumptuous. (35-36)
Ryuko Kubota explores the ways in which gender, class, and race have been
largely ignored in the field of second language writing research. Yet, in a post-process
era, it is be becoming increasingly important to note the sociopolitical aspects of second
language teaching and learning (33). The constructions of these identity categories are
anything but binary but rather socially constructed and ever changing. All too often, we
view them as binary, reinforcing notions of deficit qualities in the writings of women,
racial/ethnic minorities, and those of lower socioeconomic classes. Such a binary view,
though, “leaves no room for individual agency” (36). Therefore, Kubota argues that both
second language teaching and research should focus on understanding “how the
development of second language writing reflects, affects, or constructs” identities of
gender, class, and race (40). If writing is a social activity, then engaging in this activity is
an appropriate place for identity exploration particularly for writers often at the periphery
of power relations defined by gender, race, and class. How can writers in the margins be
affirmed in their identities by mainstream society (Kubota 42)? By answering this
question, we, as teachers, administrators, and policy-makers, may be able to more
effectively help students living in a target culture better acquire language skills and
acculturate.
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Research Questions
In a writing group for adult ELL women in an ESL environment:
1. Do participants experience gains in English language acquisition?
2. Are participants’ understandings of personal identities and communities
transformed?
3. Are participants’ relationships with non-writing group members affected?
4. Do participants cultivate traits and abilities to more effectively adjust to life in a
new culture?
5. Does the group or its members contribute to broader social change including
perception shifts by non-group members in the community?
To determine how participants’ language skills, construction of their identities,
and relationships to others in a new culture are influenced by the act of writing in a
community of writers, the writing group in focus for this research is designed so as to
fulfill the methodological criteria for a qualitative, descriptive case study with careful
attention to the participants, data collection and analysis. Through a case study method,
Johnson argues that the researcher can better understand “the processes and strategies that
individual L2 learners use to communicate and learn, how their own personalities,
attitudes, and goals interact with the learning environment, and about the precise nature
of their linguistic growth” (76). While there are specific research questions, ultimately,
the qualitative case study allows for the emergence of other effects of participation in this
writing group with a particular focus on the research questions. In this way, a grounded
theory can be created (Strauss and Corbin 23).
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Setting
As in any good narrative, the setting—the place—takes on importance as a
character shaping the lives of those participants who inhabit it. Furthermore, the context
in which students write is important for the teaching of writing (Johnson and Roen 15).
Memphis sits in a region of the United States known as the Mid-South. “Memphis is a
place of innovation and tradition, poverty and power, as well as continuity and disruption.
The city embedded in its own accumulated local history and subjected to global flows of
commerce and communication, continues to shape and be shaped by the people who live
and work there” (Rushing 7). The city is a majority minority city with a diverse
population. Approximately 63.1 percent of the city’s population is African American
with growing numbers of Hispanics, Asians, and Africans (Rushing 4-5). In 2008, the
foreign-born population of the Memphis MSA represented about 4.9% of the total
population which is a 59% increase over the 2000 Census (as compared with a 4.8%
increase in the native-born population). These numbers do not include those individuals
who are living in the area without legal status or those children born to immigrants
(Federation for American Immigration Reform). Of this foreign born-population,
refugees are an important component. Approximately 230 refugees are resettled each
year in Memphis by Catholic Charities of West Tennessee with more than 7,000 resettled
since the end of the Vietnam War (Catholic Charities of West Tennessee). Vietnam,
Cambodia, Somalia, Bhutan, Burundi, Iraq, Sudan, Ethiopia, Bosnia, Yemen, and Cuba
are among the countries from which individuals are resettled. In addition, there is an
increasing number of Hispanics in the Memphis area. These individuals have led to a rise
in community-based ESL programs, one of which served as a home for the writing group.
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The writing group was held at DeNeuville Learning Center which is a Memphis
nonprofit organization that has a mission of “assisting women of all backgrounds and
cultures in learning the skills needed to make positive choices for themselves and their
families” (DeNeuville Learning Center). To do so, DeNeuville Learning Center offers
educational, social, emotional, and spiritual programs. Because the clients of this
organization represent more than 20 countries, ESL classes are one of the larger
programs. The organization’s emphasis on empowerment of women through learning is
congruent with the ultimate aim of this experimental writing group and research. In
addition to helping with the recruitment of the participants, the organization offered
childcare services for the participants’ non-school-aged children. There was no fee for
this writing group, though the organization does collect a nominal fee for some of its
services.
Participants
The writing group is comprised of ten (10) women whose first languages are not
English and who are immigrants to the United States. In total, there were eighteen (18)
women who came to the group at some point in time, but only ten (10) agreed to serve as
subjects for the research. The researcher is not included in this total. The students
enrolled voluntary, and they were either currently enrolled in the researcher’s Level 2
English class or returning students who had graduated from Level 3 the previous
semester. The writing group includes women only to ensure what Donna Frye calls “a
safe, nonthreatening environment in which to carry out critical literacy work” (503). The
unique needs of immigrant women, such as access to childcare, transportation, and
competing work and family demands, are often ignored in co-educational programs. In

59

addition, Cumming notes that there are differences between genders in terms of their
learning styles and acculturation processes that should be acknowledged in outreach
programs. Norton and Palenko further the argument for an intentional acknowledgement
of not only the unique needs of women that are better addressed in female-only programs
but also the experiences of women that can be more effectively explored and more openly
shared in such a space through a “lived curriculum” (507). I hoped that the participants
would be more likely to connect and develop community because the writing group was
comprised only of women.
Some additional characteristics of the women are also important to the design of
the research study. First, the women all have first languages other than English. The
purpose of such a stipulation is to determine the effect of the writing group on second
language acquisition. Initially, I conceived the participants as native Spanish speakers as
this language is spoken by the researcher. However, the group organically became
comprised of women who represented six different countries. In fact, some of the women
spoke as many as five languages. To ensure that the students could fully participate in
the writing activities, the women are all at Level 2 or 3 on the BEST literacy assessment.
Second, the women are all immigrants. Since all of the participants were experiencing
some stage of acculturation, I wanted to see if there were any effects of writing and the
writing group on this process. Finally, to ensure compliance with the Institutional
Review Board, none of the women were pregnant at the time of participation, and
participants were informed that their participation was voluntary and part of a research
study. Since attrition is often a challenge for populations that are faced with challenges
of transportation, childcare, work and family obligations, eighteen (18) women
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participated in the group with the intention of averaging 6-10 women in each session.
Such a focus on a small group enabled me to understand and detail the complexities of
the participant’s lives and how those lives may be shaped by the writing group.
Researcher’s Roles
My roles in this research are to serve as a facilitator of the writing group, as a
participant in the writing group, as a teacher of the students-as-writers, and as a
researcher or participant observer. In many ways, I could not be more different from the
population studied in this research. Born and raised in Memphis, Tennessee, I am not an
immigrant. I come from a middle-class background, and my race has afforded me more
privileges than disadvantages. English is my first language though I understand the
struggles of learning subsequent languages as an adult having lived in the Dominican
Republic and traveled internationally. My literacy background was different, too, from
most of the women as I have had access to university education. However, three (3) of
the women did have university degrees in their own countries.
Despite my differences in ethnicity, socioeconomic status, language, and age, I
have an inner drive to work with the population. This desire derives, in part, from my
history of working with and learning from refugees and immigrants to our community,
but it cannot be explained scientifically. Clifford Geertz would describe it as an “inner
correspondence of spirit.” Heller adds that it is “the feeling that a researcher—conscious
about designating herself the person to pick the words and hone the paragraphs that claim
to hold truth about the lives of others—identifies as somehow adequate to overcome
differences between herself and the people whose lives she enters” (11). At the same
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time, as women, we would share the experiences of being women and come to recognize
that we are more similar than we are different and yet nonetheless unique.
In defining my role, I wanted the students, above all, to see me as a fellow writer
thus removing some of the power imbalances often inherent in teacher-student and
researcher-subject hierarchies. Furthermore, I felt that it would be important that I write
so that I could share her struggles and triumphs with her students. Reeves explains that
“[i]t may be difficult for us to see ourselves as writers, but we can be better writing
teachers when we struggle with our own writing and let our students know a little about
our struggles to put words down on paper” (44). We cannot expect from our students
what we are not willing to do, and teachers who write help to create more motivated
students who will want to write. Turner and Kim call the most effective literacy teachers
“orchestrators”; they “create learning environments that facilitate independent literacy
learning, and communicate high expectations for student learning and behavior” (24).
Furthermore, these teachers are able to motivate students by emphasizing cooperation
over competition, offering encouragement over correction, and getting students excited
about learning through authentic tasks (24). In a problem posing approach to working
with adult ESL students, “[t]he teacher’s role is not to transmit knowledge but to engage
students in their own education by inviting them to enter into the process of thinking
critically about their reality” (491).
Data Collection and Analysis
Qualitative data from students’ written products and the researcher’s
observational field notes on the writing group serve to help determine the effects of the
writing group. During the writing group, participants were asked to write in response to a
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variety of prompts, to share their writing, and to engage in dialogue about the writing
shared in the classroom. As the students felt inclined, they shared with me their written
journals so that I could provide feedback on their writing, and this information also
serves as a source for data. In addition, I made naturalistic observations of these
interactions.
The writing group met once weekly from January to the end of March 2012. To
accommodate the needs of the women with school-aged children, the group met each
Tuesday morning from 10 a.m. until 12 p.m., except for the first week when we met
Tuesday and Thursday from 11 a.m. until 12 p.m. Therefore, there were a total of ten
two-hour sessions. The writing group time was a designated within the students’
participation in language courses that are held two mornings a week; however, the group
also included students who graduated from the ESL program but who wanted more
experience writing. The research was carried out with integrity and respect for the
participants in conducting sessions and observations, and all experiences were recorded
carefully, clearly, and honestly. All participants were informed of the nature of the
research, and they signed consent forms at the beginning of the research. In fact, because
the research was voluntary, not all women who came to the writing group chose to
participate in the research. To protect the identities of the students, pseudonyms have
been created for each student. Finally, the students knew that they did not have to
divulge any information.
All of the data was qualitatively analyzed to identify recurrent themes in the
members’ writing and interactions. The in-depth longitudinal nature of the study was
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intended to lead to the beginnings of a theoretical justification for the use of writing
groups as a community-based ESL outreach strategy with this population.
Writing Group Structure
When designing this research, I wanted the students to have the opportunity to
write as much as possible and to share their writing. I wanted to limit the direct
instruction in writing in favor of using my time to write along with the students so that I
could share in their struggles and successes of what it means to be a writer. Cheallaigh
and Hogg describe the characteristics of effective writing groups as found in their ability
to create community in a lonely process of writing, provide feedback from a real
audience to enhance insight into writing, to help to counter perfectionism that leads to an
inability to write, and to require the practice of writing (11). According to these ideas, I
envisioned each session beginning with a choice of writing prompts. The students should
write for increasing amounts of time in response to one or more of these prompts. Then,
I wanted to create a space so that everyone could share her writing and obtain feedback
on the writing with time divided evenly. At the end of the sharing, the participants would
offer feedback on the session. Such a structure is vital and “healthy” for sustaining a
writing group (Cheallaigh and Hogg 16-17).
These ideas are echoed by Calkins. Calkins describes how she has her students
keep their writings in folders that they collect at the beginning of class. Each day there is
a mini-lesson or presentation of the writing activity for the day followed by the students’
spending the majority of the class time working on their writing. Once the students have
written, they then come together in large or small groups to share their writing and
respond to their peers’ writings. Turner and Kim explain how the ESL teacher in their
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case study had the students create portfolios from their writing workshops. Because they
had the opportunity to write, share their writing, read their work, improve their work, and
reflect on their work, they felt a greater sense of community (35-36).
As I conceptualized the format for the writing group, I took into account the best
practices of writing groups as well as the standard curriculum present in the classroom at
DeNeuville Learning Center and many other ESL programs that focus exclusively on
survival English skills at the expense of development of meaningful writing that taps into
personal voice. Materials for adult students in the ESL classroom focus on survival
skills, but Auerbach and Burgess argue that this emphasis often reflects realities that are
not congruent with those experiences of the students. Furthermore, they do little to
promote authentic communication and often only serve to reinforce power imbalances
that place the immigrant in subservient roles. As Communicative Language Teaching
emerged in the 1980s, a renewed emphasis was placed on how to teach adult students
particularly given the growing population of immigrants and refugees to the United
States. In an attempt to help these students more easily adapt to life in the United States,
ESL materials were designed to help them address their basic needs. Yet, while noble in
intention to connect most directly with the needs of the students, these materials do not
allow students to “generate their own meaning” (Auerbach and Burgess 476). In fact,
according to Auerbach and Burgess, rather than treat adult students as “people with
complex individual histories, responsibilities, needs, and goals” (477), these texts often
are oversimplified, not reflective of the socioeconomic realities of students’ lives, prepare
them for disempowered roles in society, and attempt to indoctrinate them into middleclass American cultural values and norms. Often the ways in which the materials do so is
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subtle but nonetheless powerful in shaping students’ perceptions of themselves in the new
culture as well as the ways in which they interact with others. Rather than approach the
students with such a problem solving perspective, Auerbach and Burgess argue that
curriculum should be based on a problem posing approach in which students are allowed
to create and communicate meaning (490). By allowing students more freedom in their
writing and stepping away from survival texts that presuppose what they should know to
adapt to life in the United States, students will be more empowered.
Freeman and Freeman offer six principles of whole language that are appropriate
for the teaching of writing to second language learners (178-183):
1.

Language classes should be learner centered.

2.

Language is best learned when kept whole

3.

Language instruction should employ all four modes

4.

Language in the classroom should be meaningful and functional

5.

Language is learned through social interaction

6.

Language is learned when teachers have faith in the learner

As much as possible, I designed this writing group with these principles in mind. In fact,
I have used some of the recommended activities Freeman and Freeman offer as examples
of whole language activities in the writing classroom including poetry, journals, and class
newspapers. These types of activities promote fluency over accuracy and help students to
establish regular writing routines. One of the recommended activities is to use a message
board where students can leave notes for each other and for the teacher. This activity
provides a real purpose and a real audience for the writers. Such activities also help to
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promote enthusiasm for writing and to create environments in which students feel freer to
take more risks with their writing.
I hoped that the writing activities would tap into the stories of the students. As
Witherell emphasizes, “Stories provide the tapestries of cultural and familial drama that
map the territory of possible roles and possible worlds that an individual may enter” (91).
In “Composing a Life,” Mary Catherine Bateson identifies the advantages in writing a
personal narrative for making sense of conflict and discontinuity. As we create and
recreate our narratives, we can gain a clearer picture of how we should respond to life.
She argues that there are many different ways to tell our stories, and as with writing, how
we tell them depends largely on the context, our purpose, and our audience. Yet, as we
face seemingly discontinuous lives, we can use writing—the telling of our stories—to
find what is continuous. “You cannot adjust to change unless you can recognize some
analogy between your old situation and your new situation” (Bateson 45). For
individuals who have immigrated to the United States, writing personal narratives offers
this type of clarity by giving the writer a chance to make links between the past and the
present.
Ultimately, what I thought would emerge as written products would be what
Daniell refers to a the “little narratives” and that by understanding the development of
writing in context, we could offer some insight into the design of ESL programs. Daniell
explains that “little narratives of literacy connect composition to culture, by moving
research in composition away from a narrow focus on writing only in the classroom to
writing as part of everyday life, [as part of] the extracurriculum of composition” (405).
Vallejo also describes the emergence of such narratives. For this phenomenon to happen,
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I knew that I would have to have the students do as much freewriting as possible and to
create an environment in which the students felt free to be authentic and creative, where
their histories and cultures were valued, and where they could dialogue with other
individuals as they broke the silences of minority students.
In addition to allowing ample time to write and share, I also imagined that we
could work on several large writing projects throughout the course of the group’s
existence. These would include word cloud gifts for friends, thank you cards, children’s
story books, Story Corps interviews, and a brief written memoir. However, as the
research began to unfold, the time-consuming nature of the write and share approach
alone became apparent, and I was unable to implement any of these projects, which serve
as ideas for future research.
Journals
At the beginning of the research, I provided each woman with a personal journal
in which they could write during and between class sessions. Cooper argues for the value
of journal writing in the classroom. She says that we write to “tell our own stories…to
listen to ourselves…and to educate ourselves and others about our lives” (Cooper 96).
She uses the analogy of a beaded necklace and the experiences of our lives linking those
beads. We can use writing to ask and answer questions about ourselves. Journals are
particularly powerful as we come to understand our journeys. We learn not only more
about our identities but also our needs (Cooper 99). Rainer explains that journal writing
should embrace spontaneity, honesty, depth, and correct form. They can help to lead to
resolution, clarity, and healing, and in the process of listening to our own stories, we can
learn more about ourselves and our worlds. Particularly for women who spent much of
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their time meeting the needs of others, writing can be a useful tool to help them meet
their own needs (Cooper 106). “Writing in a journal is thus a way to attend to the self, to
care for and feed oneself. It can be a place to dump anger, guilt, or fear instead of
dumping it on those we love. It can be a place to clarify what it is we feel angry or guilty
about. It can be a place to encourage ourselves, to support ourselves, in working through
anger or guilt, and it can be a place to transform silence into language and action”
(Cooper 105).
Writing Topics
In choosing the topics for our writing together, I wanted them to be personal so
that the students could write from the material of their lives. As much as possible, I
wanted to offer freedom of choice in the subjects for writing around a particular theme.
The forms of the writing were less important than the act of writing though we managed
to write poems and short stories.
Thematic Units
Session 1:

Who are we? “I Wish” Collective Poem
Each student should write a line or two of a collective poem. Every line
should begin with “I wish…”

Session 2:

Who are we? Mirror writing
Prompt: What do you see when you look in the mirror?
(A large mirror was brought to class.)

Session 3:

Where are we from? “I Am From…” Poems
Writing with our senses about home.
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We began a poem based upon that of George Ella Lyon and an activity
that Mary Pipher completed in her interviews with refugees for the book
The Middle of Everywhere (194-195). The template is available at
Freeology.com.
Session 4:

Where are we from? “I Am From…” Poems
Activity from Session 3 Continued.

Session 5:

Where are we from? The House on Mango Street (Cisneros) Inspired
Prompts.
Prompts (Choose One or More or Create Your Own):
1. List the homes you’ve lived in. Which has the happiest memory? The
saddest?
2. Tell me about a time you felt at home.
3. Tell me about a time you didn’t feel at home.
4. Write about your ideal place(s) to live.

Session 6:

Who do we love? Our Mothers and Fathers.
Prompts (Choose One or More or Create Your Own):
1. Tell me a story that your mother always told you.
2. Write about your mother’s shoes or jewelry.
3. What is on top of your daddy’s dresser?
4. What does your mother/father never stop talking about?
5. What did you learn from your mother/father? Write a list of the top
ten lessons.
6. Tell me about your mother’s or your father’s hands.

Session 7:

Who do we love? Our Mothers and Fathers.
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Activity from Session 6 Continued.
Session 8:

Who do we love? Our Friends and Significant Others. The Love Stone
(Mundahl) Inspired Prompts.
Prompts (Choose One or More or Create Your Own):
1. Tell about a time when you were separated from someone you loved.
2. Write a story beginning with one of the following:
Love is…
One thing I love to do is…
I once loved a person named…
I fell in love when…
3. Write a love poem. An easy way to start is to think about the five
senses:
Love tastes like…
Love smells like…
Love sounds like…
Love feels like…
Love looks like…

Session 9:

Who do we love? Ourselves. Body Haikus.
Create a haiku inspired by some part of your body.

Session 10:

Who do we love? Ourselves. Body inspired prompts.
Prompts (Choose One or More or Create Your Own):
1. Begin a piece with: What I love most/What I hate most about my body
is…
2. Tell me about a time when you thought you were ugly or beautiful.
3. Tell me about scar you have.

Session 11:

Who do we love? Ourselves.
Prompt:
Begin a piece with “I am the woman who…”
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As much as possible, I tried to limit any direct instruction. At times, there were items of
inspiration for writing like the mirror during Session 2 or pictures of our parents/families
during Sessions 6 and 7. On two occasions (Session 5 and Session 8), I gave the students
a short piece to read as inspiration.
Limitations of the Research
The research is limited to a small number of participants within a specific setting. In
addition, the time span of the writing group, both in terms of length of sessions and
number of sessions did not allow us to complete all of the activities envisioned for the
group. In particular, I hoped that there would be a public performance of the written
work by the writing group members so that their words would reach a broader audience.
I also thought that I would be able to conduct interviews with the writing group members
to obtain their feedback about the experience. However, because of the fluid nature of
attendance in the group, this intention was not met. The results of this research, in
conclusion, cannot be generalized to a broad audience of non-native speakers though they
still offer insight into possible approaches to working with a similar population within a
similar setting.
Summary
This research focuses on the effects of a writing group on immigrant women’s
language development, understanding of their identities, and formation of their
communities. This writing group activities are authentic and inclusive literacy practices
so that participants can find meaning in their participation as well as an outlet for their
voices in a society that often marginalizes them. Participants’ writing and observations
of the group serve as sources of data. This qualitative data is analyzed to allow it to
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transmit information, experience, and knowledge. As Lincoln and Guba state, the
purpose of such research is to “capture the phenomenon on its own terms, and to grasp
the culture [of participants in a writing group] in its own natural, ongoing environment”
(273). In making choices about the research design, the ultimate aim is to help inform the
design of programs that work with non-native English speakers specifically and all
language learners generally.
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Chapter 5
The Writing Group Members and Their Work
Once a week for ten weeks, the members of the writing group gathered to write
and to share their writing with one another. Those 20 hours became a designated space
for an exploration of language, self, and community. The members ranged in age from
18 to 66. They represented Yemen, Peru, Mexico, Iraq, Ethiopia, Sudan, Vietnam, and
Senegal. They were married, single, separated, and widowed. Some had children, and
others had none. They brought to the class their experiences of the past and dreams for
the future. At some point, they had all come to the United States and within this new
country created new lives for themselves and their families. Speaking anywhere from
two to five languages with varying ranges of literacy in their first languages, the women
drew upon their knowledge and abilities in English to connect with themselves and to
others. Despite the diversity of the group, the women, in the process, found
commonalities that brought them together.
Ten (10) of the women agreed to participate in this research, and what follows is a
brief profile of each of the ten women accompanied by their writing over the course of
the group.
Hoa
Hoa, 31, immigrated from Vietnam eleven years ago, is married, and has three
children. She holds a full-time job as a manicurist and would come to writing group on
her break from work. She is a self-described happy person, and she is invested in her
children’s success at school. The children received scholarships to attend a prestigious
private school though Hoa expressed to me her desire that they speak more Vietnamese.
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Still, she wants them to go to the next level as does her husband who attends a homework
help session with the girls after school at DeNeuville Learning Center. She always has a
written piece that she has been working on between writing group sessions. At the
beginning of the session, she expressed her desire to know the rules for writing, but she
never seemed unsure of herself, other than spelling words, and would eagerly dive into
each new assignment. She was one of several students who had graduated from the Level
3 classes at DeNeuville Learning Center and returned for this group. By the end of the
writing group, Hoa would take the first steps to apply to community college with the goal
of ultimately earning her university degree.
Session 1
Write your goal(s) for this group on a notecard.
I hope I can lean better writing to help my children and my self. I want to know English
to have to lean how to write. It’s any ruled for the write?
Session 2
What do you see when you look in the mirror?
When I look in the mirror I can see my real person in there, and I see everything around
me. I see my self and ask a lot of quetion. Who am I? Why I come to USA. Even when
I upset, I’m dry and then I fill better. Sometime I wish my coutry look like USA. So I
don’t have to be here I can be close with my parent.
Sessions 3 and 4
I Am From…
I am from jump rope
From a small house with the big family.
I am from a cow girl with the big family
And a long river.
I am from farmers who are planting rice and fruit
Whose mom Thinh and Huy.
I am from the child who walked to school everyday.
From my cousin and friends.
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I am from dry longan cherry and fish
And from bossy sister’s clothes with brothers
From nun people I learn how to pray and rosary.
I am from mother is converted to catholicism and dad catholic
I am from Grandma Buddha
From rice, bean, lettuce
From mom and dad when they was date
And from love they worked hard and racing children.
Fighting over toy.
I am from those moments I’m grew up and have my onw family.
Session 5
List the homes you’ve lived in. Which has the happiest memory?
I remember when I was young me and my sisters we were share clothes some time it sad
but sometime it happy.
One day I asked my mom. Why I have to wear pasing clothes?. My mom said. Because
you smaller than your sisters.” By that time in my head it came up a lot of wishes. I
wich over night I can grow biger taller than my sisters. One day my wish it came though.
I’m got taller and skiny.
Session 6
Long time ago when I was little. Me and my sister’s we were sleeping together. One day
my sister’s came up the idea. We needed to take turn for hand fan because it so hot in a
sumer. We began from one to one hundred. I remember I did it first and than my
sister’s. My hand and my mouth was tired. My sister fell sleep. I was angry. I woke her
up. She woke up and hand fan to me. She did it about thirty. She fell asleep again. I
turned and stare at her. But it didn’t work because she slept very deep. I had to hand fan
by my self.
My brother’s slept in other bed he heard that. The next day he came over and asked
“May I sleep with you” so we said o.k. like you see in my country we have four season.
We don’t have air condition and heater. We let him slept right in the middle. In the
winter we have very thick planket. He slept with us until my older sister’s were 19 y old.
My sister’s moved in the noth and my brother’s moved out are bed. I had my own bed. I
remember the smell sometime looked like fire it warmed us up.
Session 7
A long time ago when I was young my mom and dad always gave me a bath. I
remembed we didn’t have shampoo or conditional. When the winter come we washed or
hair one a week. My mom had to boiling water with bamboo leaf and grapefruit skin.
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She boiled about 30 m and she mixed with cold water. She said “bend over” put your
haed down. I did what my mom said. It was feel good, and relax. The smell of bamboo,
grapefruit skim it looked like perfume or pine tree. I can breeth. I never forget that day.
Sessions 8 and 9
Write a story beginning with one of the following:
Love is…
One thing I love to do is…
I once loved a person named…
I fell in love when…
When I was teenager, I didn’t know about love. I imagined about love. I imagined love
looked like blue sky with sun shine in the morning. I meet my husband in my aunt
wedding. In the table It had twelve people. He, his brother and his sister were siting at
that table. My sister, my relatives and I sat at the same table. They taked to my sister
and my relatives, buy that time I didn’t know him at all. After the wedding, he asked my
aunt about me. He asked because he wanted to know where did I live. My aunt and him
went to my house. That’s how I started dating. I still remember the first time he held my
hand. I can felt, his had was shake, his heat was beeping so past. We was date one year
before we got mari. We have been marri 11 year’s. We have three beautiful children two
girl’s and one boy. Now we still care and love each other.
Write a haiku inspired by your body or its parts:
My Hair
My hair is thick black.
It’s straight and nice when I wash.
I brush my hair today.
Session 10
1. Begin a piece with:
What I love most/What I hate most about my body is…
I love everything on my body except my leg and my skin. I hate my leg. I wish
my leg longer and stray. I wish my skin lighter and smooth. So I can feel
beautiful.
2. Tell me about a time when you thought you were ugly or beautiful.
I fill ugly when I was seven or eight year old. I had scabies on my head. I had no
hair. I looked like a boy. That time I looked ugly I have never had.
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3. Tell me about scar you have.
I have my scar on my hand. I remember when I was young I had cooked for my
family pigs. I lived in rural. We had cooked stuff, green, vegetable for pigs. I
had to cut anything small pieces. When I cut stuff I didn’t see that how it
happened.
Session 11
Hoa came to class with a head of lettuce from her garden and shared that she wanted to
thank me for her encouraging notes on her writing. She felt better when she read the
notes about her abilities; however, she said that she is still scared that she will not be able
to go to university. I took the time today to make contact with an admissions counselor at
Southwest so that she can have the information she needs to move towards her goals.
When we began our writing activity, she shared that she was passionate about becoming
a nurse practitioner, but she feels like she will never obtain that dream. Cecilia reminded
Hoa that she would and could obtain her dreams. Hoa also shared that she felt very
lonely in this country because her family is all in Vietnam. Her younger brother is trying
to come to the U.S. (which is one of her prayers each day with the second one being that
her older brother can quit drinking). She brought nail polish today, and she wanted to do
everyone’s nails.
Elisa
Elisa, 62, is from Peru and a native Spanish speaker. She first opened up to me
when she wanted to tell me about her mother and her daughter and son-in-law as she was
working on her “I Am From…” poem. I sensed that family was important to her. She
also has a son who lives in Memphis. Mid-way through the writing group, the retail store
where Elisa works changed her hours so she was no longer able to participate though she
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did stay in touch and was able to return to Peru for a visit with her husband towards the
end of the ten weeks. Elisa is also a returning level three student.
Session 1
Write your goal(s) for this group on a notecard.
I want to improve my English because I work in a store and I have to talk with many
customers.
When Elisa shared her goal, we had a conversation about accents. She shared that she
could understand when I speak, but she often has difficulties understanding the customers
in her store.
Session 2
What do you see when you look in the mirror?
When I look in the mirror I see my face color, my eyes. I hope my gray hair doesn’t see.
Session 4
I Am From…
I am from the river in my town in Peru.
I am from a gift (chocolate) of my friend and de mom’s cat.
I’m from the most beautiful little house.
My mom was prepared the breakfast before to go to school.
I’m from my and my brother bringing water of the river whose water runs.
I’m from my first communion’s white dress and my shoes
From Teresa and Robertino.
I am from goals and determination
I am from all the family hearing the radio’s news.
I am from my aunt Olinda baking delicious bread.
I am from “My God never abandon me.”
I am from my uncle Heli bring me to the park and my aunt Mercedes giving me a toy for
Christmas.
I am from delicious mother’s soup and stir fish of my father.
I’m from my daughter was born when she opens your eyes
And from when my mom died in your dreams.
I’m when all the family left the little town to the city of Lima, the country’s capital.
I’m from very exciting for the travel.
I’m from in the river in my town in Peru.
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Fatimah
Fatimah, 33, is originally from Sudan and lived in Egypt before coming to the
United States where she has lived for the last nine years. She has one daughter and is
married. On the second day of class, she shared that when she looks in the mirror she
says, “You are beautiful. Why is your husband yelling at you?” Some days she would
come to writing group happy and full of life and other days she would appear sad and
disconnected. She seemed to struggle with the writing tasks though on a good day she
was motivated to learn. She shared that she often feels lonely after her child goes to
school; therefore, as a response, she comes to school so that she could learn English and
improve her life. We would often sit together, and I would ask her questions to stimulate
her ideas about writing. She told me that I needed to “make her open her mind.” She
said that she often does not want to read and write demonstrating her reluctance.
However, despite this reluctance, she would often write messages in her notebook like:
“Ms Jessica you deautisully women you evey nine.” I would write back with
encouraging messages about her intelligence and beauty.
When we shared our happiest and saddest memories of home, Fatimah’s mention
of the discrimination that she faced while living in Egypt stimulated much conversation.
She said that the people there called her “chocolate” and that she could not go out into the
streets because she was afraid. She said that her skin color also generated remarks that
she had returned from the dead.
Fatimah seems to be rooted in her faith, and unsolicited writing passages would
include those that she had copied out of the Bible.
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In the middle of the writing group term, she was able to secure employment about
which she was very happy; however, this new job required her to leave our writing group.
Session 1
Fatimah was very talkative and willing to share orally during this session, but she did not
write.
Session 2
What do you see when you look in the mirror?
in Mirror in the will always do go to school
Orally, Fatimah shared much more than she wrote, and it was not until I read her journal
after class that I discovered she did not write down everything she said.
Sessions 3 and 4
During Session 3 when we were writing our I Am From… poems, Fatimah struggled to
get into the task. In her notebook, she wrote:
Ms Jessica you deautisully women you evey nine.
During Session 4, Fatimah took her time writing this poem and needed prodding to keep
writing. I went and sat by her and asked her questions about her memories. This helped
her, and she even rewrote her poem in her notebook. During the final half hour of class
as I was working with Elisa, Fatimah looked up and said, “Teacher, I need to say
something. You remember Maria? I told you about Ms. Maria the teacher here. She
opened my mind. She was a good teacher. You remind me of her. I do not want to open
my mind but you make me read and write. You need to make me open my mind.” She
is hungry to learn, but I get the sense that she may be struggling with other issues outside
of the classroom that keep her mind preoccupied.
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I Am From…
I am from Sudan. My house
From my child home that is good.
I am from Diana and my jump rope
And family that is very nice.
I am from my mom. She has a big family.
Whose home has a big tree.
I am from Sudan and my family.
From Kalthum and Joseph.
I am from Sudan and Africa
And from America
From my mom she is dead.
I am from Africa have good people.
I am from May and Peter
From meat rice.
From my home we are happy
And from Sudan and life I have a daughter.
My little girl she has black hair and brown eyes and from my kindness as a little girl.
Session 6
Fatimah shared the writing below, but it doesn’t appear to be in her handwriting. In
addition, the lexical choices made seem beyond her level both in oral and written
communication. I need to ask her who is helping her with her homework.

Tell me about the time you felt at home.
Sudan off course. My country felt at home at all times, freedom, love, peace, living
around family and friend.
Tell me about a time you didn’t feel at home.
I didn’t feel at home when I was in eygpt, life was though there, there was discrimination,
no freedom to do anything.
Write about your ideal place to live.
My ideal place to live is Australia because I love the weather there and the people. I got
lots of family and friends there.
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Fatimah also turned in the following paragraph in her handwriting.
As Jesus was walking besid the sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers, Simon called Peter
and his brother Andrew. They were casting a net into the lake, for they were fishermen.
Come, follow me, Jesus said, and I will make you fishers sof men, so at once They left
their nets and followed him. Going from there, he saw two other brothers, James son of
Zebedee and his brother John. They were in a boat with their father Zebedee, preparing
their nets. Jesus called them.
Ms Jessica Swan this of you Jesus love you

Session 8
To begin the session, I asked the students if they would like to share anything they had
written in closing for our unit on our mothers and fathers. Fatimah was the first to share.
She had written two short pieces that inspired much conversation. The first piece was
about her dream to go to school and her sadness that the dream did not come true.
However, she said that she was happy to have her daughter. The second piece was about
her mother’s dying words to her to go to school and be a good girl and take care of her
siblings. Fatimah shared that she was sad that her husband was no good and that she
feels like she cannot do anything. Khadeja was so encouraging to her, and she said that
Fatimah should talk about it because it would make her feel better. Khadeja said that she
talks about everything to anyone who will listen, even babies. I added that we have
research to prove that writing, too, can help us to get all of our emotions out, and I shared
that I often write so that things do not look so bad.
Mariam
A mother of one whose child is the grandchild of Helena, Mariam, 31, is studying
English so that she could enroll in college. She was always eager to talk in class, and she
would have many bits of wisdom to share. For example, in our discussion of marriage,
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she explained, based on her experiences, that love is not enough in marriage. Her
relationship with her child’s father is strained, and she has many caretaking
responsibilities for Helena as Helena’s son lives in Canada. Mariam would often come to
writing group tired as she worked the night shift and would come to class after getting off
of work at 7 a.m. I had the opportunity to meet her daughter who is four and warmed to
me.
Session 3
I Am From…
From dancing and play children.
I am from green and nice weather
And smiling moon at night.
I am from lovely family.
Mariam spent most of the class in the pre-writing task of making the chart. She then
made another chart in her notebook.
Session 4
While she was not at writing group for Session 4, she brought her completed poem to me
the following day.
I Am From…
I am from shining sun in the morning home
From dancing and playing children.
I am from green and nice weather
And smiling moon at night.
I am from a lovely family who love one another
And mother who’s bring happiness
And joyful to her family.
From Roza who is mother and Alfred who is father
And from people who welcome a good welcome
To guess they never met.
I am from Africa and South Sudan is my home.
I am from River Nile and Green Land is my
Life.
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During the class session following Session 4, we had a long and memorable discussion
about marriage customs. We talked about the reasons for marrying. Mariam said, “Love
is not enough.” It was then I learned that three years ago the father of her child, who is
Helena’s son, left her and moved to Canada.
After Session 6, Mariam did not return to the group as she was working and taking care
of her family.
Linh
Along with Hoa, Linh, 60, is from Vietnam. She has three children and is a
widow who shared with me that her father is suffering from cancer in Vietnam where is
he is cared for by her brother. Linh lives with her daughter who sat for her exams to be a
licensed optician.
Linh is eager to write and re-write. After our discussion on mothers and fathers,
she wrote a beautiful story that demonstrated she understood how to craft stories that
have all of the elements of effective beginnings, middles, and endings, I called her to let
her know what a good job she had done. On the phone she told me, “No, I have many
mistakes.” In many respects, her writing skills surpass her oral skills, and she would
correct each writing piece based upon my feedback. She wanted me to read what she
wrote and give her feedback.
Session 1
Write your goal(s) for this group on a notecard.
I want to learn English more so I can understand all of the life in U.S. I want I can speak
better in English and then I will go to school for some skills.
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Session 2
What do you see when you look in the mirror?
When I look in the mirror I think I am good-looking woman. I want to try how to make
me younger. I need to happy all the time, and eating for healthy. I have to learn English
to hard so I can speak, write in English better. If I study good I will go to school and
getting any thing in my life.
Sessions 3, 4, and 5
Linh diligently wrote during these sessions, but it would not be until Session six that she
would share her work.
Session 6
Tell me about a time you felt at home.
It was 20 years ago that the first time we got a home. The home we bought by ourself. It
is a apartement with three bedroom and two bathroom so we didn’t share and I
remembered the day I and my husbanb chosed some furniture for my home. We got new
beds, new liberary for books, new table for my children to study and some new in my
kitchen. It was small home that comfortable. After working come back home I opened
the window I can saw people walking around. If I tired I stayed on sopha with soft
pillow I feel very good. It is real home for me.
Write about your ideal place to live.
My Dream House
Some people like the life that’s stable. They don’t move any where outside the place that
they were born. The life change every day, I want to move to good place for my
children. It is goal of my family. Every time we got new place would being better.
I have dream my home will be a house that has a big yard. A house have three bed room
and three bathroom. It is enough when my children come back home on holiday. In
front of the house I plant some flower. I like real roses and yellow. I also like some
flowers that have smell. I will design for my garden beautiful with flowers and trees in
many color. I will take a coner for a swing where my granddaughter playing.
My home will be a place that I feel warmth and living of all family.
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Session 7
Linh had rewritten in her notebook her passage about the home with the happiest
memories. I did not ask her to re-write any of the passages, but she clearly understands
that revision is part of the writing process. The passage is now near free of surface-level
errors:

It was 20 years ago (when we got our first home). The home we bought by
ourselves. It was an apartment with three bedrooms and two bathrooms so we didn’t
share and wait. I remember the day my husband and I chose some furniture for my
home. We got new beds a new selfbook for books, new table for my children to study,
and some new chair in my kitchen. It was a small home that was comfortable.
After working I came back home and I opened the window I saw people walking
around. If I was tired I stayed on the sofa with soft pillow. I felt very good. It is a real
home for me.
She also rewrote the following about her ideal place to live.
My Dream House
Some people like the life that’s stable. They don’t move any where outside the
place that they were born. Life changes every day. I want to move to good place for my
children. It is a goal of my family. Every time we got a new place it would be better.
I dream my home will be a house that has a big yard. It will have three bedrooms
and three bathrooms. It is enough when my children comeback home on holiday. In
front of the house, I will plant some flowers. I like red yellow roses. I also like some
flowers that have a good smell. I will design my garden beautifully with flowers and
trees in many colors. I will take a corner for a swing where my granddaughter will play.
My home will be a place that I feel warmth and love of all my family.
The following passage is a new story about what she learned from her mother/father.
My First Lesson
It was a long time ago, when I was 10 years old. On a morning, I broken a
vacuum bottle that was valuable in my house at that time. (It was very beautiful that my
father used it every day in caress.) I saw a lot of glass fragments and I so afraided. I
thought: “any father will be angry and hit... fortunate nobody was here.” And then I
leaved from home immediate.
Out of my home, I planed go to my friend’ home and hangout with her and some
girls in my school. The lunch I would get in a cantin where my mother worked for. It
was perfect planning. I had a full day with my friends. We would run, jump, play. My
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friend was happyness but I didn’t. In my mind was complicate with many things, event I
didn’t attention in the game that I liked. Some time my friend asked me: “What are you
thinking?” I didn’t know too…
Evening, when the girls gone, I came back my home so I was very nervous if my
father asked me about the vacuum bottle. But when he saw me all of afraided was seem
clear off. He didn’t ask me any thing. Saw his eyes, I understanded no thing happened!
My father knew why I was absent all the day, and how nervous I was.
He said to me: “You must carefull!”
Don’t worry if you knew your mistakes.
We will buy new one when we have money!
I was very happy to hear that but ashamed for myself.
My father teached me about responsibility and I understanded how much he love
me and his family. It was my lesson.
In family, he always aid to us: “I don’t have much money for you, I just want to
give you the key of life that is knowledge. If you have good it you can do any thing you
want.”
Until now, I am penetrated with his words, day and day, I feel it will be righter.
I also teach my kids the same.
My father was a teacher!

Session 8
The first piece is a re-write of an earlier story.

My First Lesson
It was a long time ago, when I was 10 years old. One morning I broke a vacuum
bottle that was valuable in my house at that time. (It was very beautiful that my father
liked and used it every day.) I saw a lot of glass fragments and I was so afraid. I
thought: “My father will be angry and hit.” Fortunately nobody was here, and then I left
from my home immediately.
Out of my home, I planned go to my friend’s home and hangout with her and
some girls in my school. I would get lunch in a canteen where my mother worked. It
was perfect planning. I had a full day with my friends. We would run, junp and play.
My friends were happy, but I wasn’t. (There were complicated thoughts in my mind.) I
didn’t pay attention to the game that I liked. Some time my friend asked me: “Wht are
you thinking?” I didn’t know how to explain.
In the evening, when the girls were gone, I came back my home so I was very
nervous if my father asked me about the vacuum bottle. But when he saw me all of
afraid remove. He didn’t ask me anything. I saw his eyes and I understood nothing
happened!
My father knew why I was absent all the day, and how nervous I was.
He said to me: “You must be careful! Don’t worry! If you knew your mistakes.
We will buy new one when we have money.”
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I was very happy to her that but I ashamed for myself.
My father taught me about responsibility, and I understood how much he loved
me and his family. It was my lesson.
In family, he always said to us: “I don’t have much money for you, I just want to
give you the key of life that is knowledge. If you have got it you can do any thing you
want.”
Until now, I am penetrated with his words, day nd day I feel it will be righter.
I also teach my kids the same.
My father was a teacher.
The second piece is a new story about love.
I met him in the class that’s a special program for student and I fall in love. One
day, I received a letter from his brother: “Mama is very sick,” then I thought about
planning to visit her. I loved him so I would seen his mother the same my mom.
Because he was not home. He was a soldier in south where was very danger of the war.
I would go to her on weekend.
It was very difficul and far to his home. This is a village in a country that near the
large river (called Hong River). After preparatory, I took my bicycle that helped me for
transportation. The sky was not sunny. It was gray so I felt better with fresh air on the
filled. I ride on my bicycle 5 hours. I was surprise the landscape be beautiful I didn’t get
tired until I had across the river. There wasn’t speed boat. They had a small wood boat
only and they didn’t have anything for safe life. I brought my bicycle on boat. I saw the
waves and skaking to boat, I suddenly thought: I didn’t know to swim…
I got his home after 9 hours. It came dark on the village and I was happy. His
family received me liked their daughter. I felt a warmth, and I understood love was
giving me a power that I could pass the difficul and long transportation. I got a smile
with myself.
As demonstrated above, Linh is now writing full paragraphs. When she reads her writing
aloud, I think that the students have trouble understanding her, however.
Session 9
She read her piece above about how she met her husband.
Session 10
Linh also wrote three pieces, but she did not turn them in. She said she wanted to work
on them.
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Amira
Amira, 23, is from Ethiopia. As a returning student, Amira has, perhaps, the most
advanced English language abilities in the class. She shared with me that she is married
but does not want children until she has finished university. She would dive into any
writing task though she did not often write between class sessions until the period
between the sixth and seventh session when she wrote over a page about her father.
During the seventh session, I really saw her writer’s awareness come alive. She asked
me to read what she had written because she said that she felt like it did not flow and that
there were repetitions. We worked together to eliminate those repetitions, and she spent
the session re-writing that piece.
In addition, it was during the seventh session that I saw some semblance of
bonding with the women as Amira worked extensively with Nadeen to write Nadeen’s “I
Am From…” poem.
Session 3
This session was her first session.
I Am From…
I am from beautiful bird’s nest house.
From thick grass and wood.
I am from green grass
And woody jungle.
I am from the mango tree and orange and date
Whose sound of nice song.
I am from the blue sky and sunny
From grandmother nice Halima and hard worker Ahmed.
I am from Foliya and Boro
And from ristrict and hard worker
From family respect and nice to the neborhood.
I am from Muslim family.
I am from country lover family and nice for the family
From nice wheat and batter
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From the family of merchant and farmer
And from the musian and seamstress.
I am from the happy, nice, respect of the neighborhood and love of country.
Session 4
Amira brought her poem to class after having worked on it more during the last week.
While she did not share, she said that she would like to do so the next class.
I Am From…
I am from beautiful bird’s nest house
From thick grass and wood.
I am from green grass
And woody ungle.
I am from the mango tree and oranges and dates
Whose sound are nice songs.
I am from the blue sky and sunshine
From grandmother nice Halima and hardworker Ahmed.
I am from Foriya and Boro
And from restrict and hard worker
From family respect and nice to the neighbors.
I am from a Muslim family.
I am from country lover family and nice for the family
From rice, wheat, and butter.
From the merchant and farmer
And from the musician and seamstress
Play in my dad getan and piano.
I am from those moments the happy, nice, respect of the neighbor and love of country. I
wish have better life in the future.
Session 5
List the homes you’ve lived in. Which has the happiest memory? The saddest?
When I was back home Africa I live with my family in Ethiopia a place known as Dire
Dawa. Dire Dawa was a beautiful city and clean. In Dire Dawa most of the people were
merchant and farmer. I was from that city and I am know. When I live in Dire Dawa we
have two bed room one washroom, one kitchen and small back yard. We share a room
every think we have. We have a lot of fun like playing soccer, jump rope, racing with
each other by running to the mountains, and playing hide and sick with my friends.
When the time of eating come we all eat together in one plate. If we have a cousing
come from the other village then we have a lot of fun and different kind of poems, song,
and dancing. When it is summer we go to the village then is a lot of rivers and their and
we eat a sweet potato with hot milk.
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One day I was sad when my uncle was hurted by the people from other place to get his
cows and farmes. But one is their to safe him from them. And he is paralyzed know.
Session 6
Amira was the only one ready to share the beginnings of her piece.
What does your mother or father never stop talking about?
Always I come from school my father told me to work hard in what I want to do. My
father was a hard worker for his job he also read more than five hour every night after he
came home from work. He had a dream to be came an engineer but the time was fished
his school isn’t a good time for him to went to the university for his dream. He always
told me about his working of his life in the past.
Session 7
I worked with Amira before class started. She had written a long piece about her father
based upon the first draft begun during Session 6. She did not turn it in, but she said that
when she read the draft the night before class she felt like it did not flow and that she had
repeated herself. We talked about arranging the paragraphs and eliminating some of the
repetitions. She also spent much time today helping Nadeen with her poem. They sat
together, and Amira helped Nadeen to produce the poem after six weeks. Nadeen said
that she tried to get her husband to help her, but she said that he is lazy.
Session 8
Amira also brought this piece to class to share. The first part about her dad is a revision
of an earlier piece, and the second part about her mom is new. She shared with me today
that she would like to go to school and feel challenged. She finished high school in
Ethiopia, and I would like to help her.

When I was a little girl my dad told me every day memories from his life. He always told
if you work hard I will be what I want to become in the future. My dad finished school
but didn’t get a chance to go to university for his dream to become an engineer. He
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always told me, “I didn’t get a chance to do that but you have now a better chance to be
what you want to be.”
Following his advice I study hard like my dad. My dad is every tough in this work. He
work alot for his family. My dad give all this child the best advice to be a hard worker.
The thing which I didn’t forget from his advice is “don’t be afraid to ask.”
From his experience I learned working hard he worked twelve hours a day six day a
week.
At the a time he come home some time he make for us a best dinner. Most of the time
when he take off from the work he take us to our farme which a lot of orange or mango
and date. From all that my dad is my life. My friend. My dad is my experience of life.
My dad is my mirror of my past and future. After all this worke now, my dad is
retirmented. When I come back to my mom I just feel happy b/c she always have smily
face. My mama always give shower when she put in my hair henna. When my mama do
that am mad and cry. My mame give me a shower with cold water with soap not
shampoo no condishiner.
My mame she love Friday on this she wear a nile cloth and a very sexy perfume. My
mame make her hair on said and brade it. After this she make a coffee with mint. Then
is put oil on my hair and brade it. I love when my mome brade my hair and give a
shower. I remember my mome cookies.
Session 9
Love is something that every one of us have in our heart and mind to. We feel it from
our all part of heart and body.
It is a joy with the one you love through time on the time you get it. It is happiness when
you get it in the time you want it. Love is plant you have to take can to it to grow and
have seed. Have planted into our heart it need pessiant.
Like the plant you want their fruit.
Love is a pure natural waterfall which fall to our heart then go to every part of our body.
It have a deep falling and long chain.
Also it have a movement like clean current it push you back and forth. Love is fresh red
rose it isn’t time dependent with whom you like to share. It feel something like fire burn
your heart. Sour like things you don’t have to take it when it is someone you don’t life.
Even love can protect for you sunshine not to hurt you.
We applauded after she read this piece, and Gloria said it is so good. Before we could
quit applauding, Amira said that she had something else she would like to read and she
read the following piece.

93

How you know love is tested by sense?
Love is blind it can catch every one.
And you heart it from a distance.
Love is for the one you give a batter feeling
Love smell like red rose.
Your heart beat from what your sense need.
Your eye cry for the one want for. Life
You breath deep because of love you smell
Tongue make a lot of saliva because of taste.
It has a power which came out with question
So it make you say what want to say it
Because love every fire to come water
Nothing but love which make the thing better.
Being a good lover or to be love
Trying to get a test of life.
Wondering the smell of love
You can live best life.
Write a haiku inspired by your body.
My Eye Lashes
I love my eye lash.
It is open up every time
I want to fix it
My Scar
I have scar in my hand.
I hate scar in my body.
I want to erase it.
Nadeen
Nadeen, 30, is the mother of one daughter and is originally from Yemen where
she was a history and geography teacher. She is, perhaps, the most talkative of all of the
group members. However, she is also the most reluctant of writers. I spoke to her
husband shortly after the “I Am From…” poem was assigned, and he shared that he
thought the assignment was too hard for her. It took until the seventh session for Nadeen
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to bring in any writing, and it was during this session, she told me that she had asked her
husband for help on the “I Am From…” poem, but she said that he was lazy and did not
help her. For this session in response to the theme of “Mothers and Fathers,” Nadeen
brought in over a page of writing. She shared with me that she liked to use Google
Translate. She said that she did not want to share it aloud, and she followed this
comment with an extensive description of how she is afraid to speak of certain things in
front of another member of the group. As much as I understood, the other member’s
family is from a village in Yemen and therefore more conservative. In contrast, Nadeen
said that her family is from the city, and she went to college along with her siblings.
Nadeen said that she is afraid the other member will begin to talk. I told Nadeen that I
did not want her to share anything that she did not feel comfortable sharing. I
commended her on writing so much at home since she had not written much during the
sessions.
The seventh session was a breakthrough moment for both Nadeen her reluctance
to even begin writing. During this session, she spent almost an entire hour and a half
writing. I was really impressed. Amira worked with her extensively on her “I Am
From…” poem, and I worked with her on a story about her sister. She shared with me
that she is very creative in Arabic and even won creative writing awards when she was in
school. She did not turn in the story about her sister, but it is the one she read aloud.
When she came to the end of what she had written, she began to tell the unwritten end of
the story, and she asked, “Is it okay to keep telling the story even though I haven’t written
it?” I encouraged her to do so, and she said that she would take the piece home to write.
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Session 1
Write your goal(s) for this group on a notecard.
I want larn more Englush
Session 7
I Am From… (She did not read this piece aloud.)
I am from pales (palaces) of the Yemen
From rock and mud.
I am from the play oytside
And I play weth the Redis.
I am from the dust and the best tree
Whose the dust mak my clos dirty.
I am from to mutch rock
From Milqat and Hussin.
I am from Sead and Jamelah
From solder and mom work in house.
I am from Muslim family.
I am from those moments happy and love in I’m kids.
She did not read the following piece aloud.
It is very difficult for humans to write about something not hear him never feel why?
How can I write about my mom a present absentee in all elahwa here someone will
athadath is my mom and my friends and my beloved big sister is indispensable to me are
me always anchor which can rest from the burdens of life and worries. I remember
perfectly each small details before large how help me that I’m having my fear of the
outside world, which did not know to how ah how much is difficult to deal together
people they know you did you know or start altogether alone alway all but always
someone cares about your helps you overcome all odds then again can promote the
mntdar bright new day of hope!
The end
Session 10
Nadeen really impressed me today. She was obviously still sick, and she took to writing
all three pieces. They are short and took her nearly the entire hour to finish.

1. Begin a piece with:
What I love most/What I hate most about my body is…
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In am go the slon take the coler my hear I love see my fais in the merea.
She shared that she loved looking at her face in the mirror when she goes to the
salon.

2. Tell me about a time when you thought you were ugly or beautiful.
I though when go baree or sometime night in my home.
She shared that she thought she was beautiful when she went to the parties.

3. Tell me about scar you have.
I have scar in my forehead this on am yenger fere enger my big sister tack my
with her play the out said with the kids then she play the fair when im said knos
hear thin obs shse burning my forehead.
She also told the story of how her sister caused a big scar on Nadeen’s forehead
when she was playing near the fire.
Cecilia
A returning Level 2 student, Cecilia, 42, has three children and is from Mexico.
Also known as Modi, she is friends with Rosalva and is very hard-working in class.
Because she had done many of the exercises in the textbook for the standard English
class, she would often write in her notebook working on the assignments for writing
group. Cecilia is one of a few women who work outside of the home, and she serves as a
home health aide for the elderly.
Session 3
I Am From…
I am from big patio
Behind the great trees and walls.
I am from the dry lands of Tamaulipas
And enormous trees and beautiful gardens.
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I am from mango trees, orange trees, and coffee plants
Whose seeds were planted with love and care.
I am from dalls and marbles
From Paulina and Ignacio.
I am from freedom and faith
And from the compassion for nature
From love for earth.
I am from the great walls of Catholic churches.
I am from Mely and Maria
From tamales and buñuelos
From my grandmother’s death.
and from the love ones that past away to a better life.
I am from my those moments that will never be forgotten.
I am me.
Cecilia took her poem home with her and brought it to me the following day.
Session 5
List the homes you’ve lived in. Which has the happiest memory?
This was the piece Cecilia shared.
I remember when I was child. My life was very happy because I have 6 sister and 3
brother. I have help to my mother with my one little sister I changed the diaper and
feeding. When I done clean the house I and my other sisters we went to the patio to play.
I play in swimming, running, for all patio and halls. In the ivening I went to the river
with my mom and sister because there was time take shawer. When we came back at
home I help to my 3 bib sister to prepeir the dinner. Whene I went to to bed I talke ahors
and ahors to my sister because we share the same bedroom. Some time I shared the same
bed. I remember I have a beautiful time with my family. I love them.
Questions to Check Comprehension (This is a transcription of what she wrote for
homework.)
1. Why do you think Esperanza moves a lot?
Because the family was growing.
2. Describe Esperanza’s ideal house.
A white house with trees all around. A house with a big yard and grass growing
without a fence.
3. Describe Esperanza’s real house on Mango Street.
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With tight steps. It’s had hallway stairs and one bedroom.
4. How does Esperanza feel when the nun passes by her house?
Ashamed.
Questions for Reflection (Answer at least one. Use another sheet of paper if needed.)
1. List the homes you’ve lived in. Which has the happiest memory? The saddest?
I lived in Durango. After Durango I live in Tamaulipas and after that I move to
Memphis. The happiest was Durango the saddest was Tam.
2. Tell me about a time you felt at home.
When I visited Mexico 12 years ago.
3. Tell me about a time you didn’t feel at home.
When I first moved to Memphis TN.
4. Write about your ideal place(s) to live.
I dream of a big house with a huge garden. I house that will be mines forever.
Session 10
Cecilia wrote three pieces, but she did not share them. She was eager to be the first one
to share which was not the case at the beginning of the term.
Session 11
Cecilia wanted to talk about her job today. She acts as a home health aide for a 91 year
old woman who sits in her bed and reads books all day. Cecilia says that the woman does
not talk to her, and when she does talk, she calls Cecilia by the wrong name. I asked
Cecilia how that felt to sit in a house with someone for hours without speaking. Cecilia
said that she did not mind it. She thinks that her upbringing has influenced her
personality, and she does not like to talk. Cecilia’s mom expected her to do chores
around the house while all of Cecilia’s brothers and sisters played and socialized.
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Therefore, Cecilia has never been fond of talking. Cecilia, though not fond of talking is
not afraid of writing or speaking in English class. From the beginning, I have seen her
dive into the assignments, which continued today.
Rosalva
Originally from Mexico, Rosalva, 33, has two children and many friends she says.
She has little confidence in her speaking or her writing. Other than a half of her “I Am
From…” poem that she worked on with Cecilia, Rosalva did not write for the first six
writing group sessions. In the seventh session, I sat with her, and she shared that writing
was very frustrating. I worked with her on writing a story, and I commended her on her
willingness to attempt the task. I told her that she could do it, and in response, she said
that she could do it only because I was sitting with her.
Session 7
I worked with Rosalva for quite some time today. She has written very little over the
course of the last six sessions. Today, I began by having her tell me a story about her
mother or her father. She said that her mother died when she was three so she did not
remember anything. However, she did tell the story of when her father and brothers
would pile blankets on top of her. After she told the story, I asked her to write it out. If
she did not know a word, she should write the Spanish word. She wrote the story, and
then, she let me read it. She left out some parts she shared with me initially, and I asked
if she would add them. She did and then we sat together and she corrected the story. She
said that she feels frustrated when she writes. I told her that she was doing a great job,
and she said that she was doing a great job because I was with her. I shared how hard
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writing is, but I complimented her on her willingness to put in the time and effort to work
on the skill.
The piece she read aloud follows:
I remember when I was 12 years old. I have 4 brothers. In my country, it is bery cold.
My father told me to wake-up in the morning and I told him, “Please, I don’t want to
wake-up.” And before they whent to work, my brothers and my father put two blankets
each on top of me. The blanket is so hevy but I have to get up. I needed to cook
breakfast at 10 am, I woke up at 9:00 am and at 10 a clock the food is ready.
Session 10
She read her pieces, but he did not turn them in. However, for Rosalva to immediately
write. She shared about the scars from her C-Section impressed me. She was absent last
week, and she has been one of the more reluctant of writers in the group.
Session 11
Rosalva talked a lot today to me about her worries that her daughter, who is 16, will not
be able to pursue any education beyond high school. Her daughter does not have a SSN,
and she does not want to go back to Mexico as she hasn’t been there since she was two
years old. Rosalva also does not want her there because it is dangerous. Her daughter
would like to join the military, another option Rosalva does not want, or to become a nun,
a third option that Rosalva says would be undesirable because Rosalva wants
grandchildren. Rosalva shared with me today that she likes having the other women in
the class because she likes learning about their cultures; however, she says that she does
not always understand them. I know that she has finished middle school in Mexico, but
the more I interact with her, the more I think that L1 literacy is a barrier to her learning in
the L2. She asked about the word introvert on the board today, and I said that we should
look it up in the Spanish/English dictionary. Even knowing that it is a cognate, I try to
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make it a practice that the students look up unfamiliar words. When I made the request,
she said that she did not like the dictionary as there were too many letters in that book.
Hoa responded that she likes to read the dictionary on her breaks from work. Still, today,
I saw in Rosalva a willingness to write that was not there when we because. We had a
pre-writing chart to complete that allowed us to explore our passions, family, physical
characteristics, personality traits, favorites, talents/hobbies, friends, past, job/education,
pets, etc., and she immediately started writing on it, evening finishing it before the others.
I then explained that we would write a piece beginning with “I am the woman who…” I
took several of her idea blocks and wrote an example: “I am the woman who has three
children…” She then took over and wrote for the remainder of the class.
Gloria
Gloria, 35, has three children and is from Mexico. Gloria’s reluctance to write
was present until just before the fifth session. Our assignment for the session was to
write about our homes, and we had read a chapter from The House on Mango Street in
preparation for the session. In a moment of quiet before we met, I talked with Gloria
about her reactions to the story. She shared her experiences of having to move a lot
especially after floods had destroyed the trailer she rented. I wrote as she told me the
story. She spent that session writing, and by the next class day, she brought in an entire
page of written material about her happiest memories from her homes. She said that her
husband asked her why she would not come to bed, and she responded that she had to
write. I was very impressed, and that day marked a turning point for her willingness to
write.
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Session 4
Gloria came to class with her poem written. She had worked on it over the last week.
While she is shy, her command of written English is very good. I read the poem and her
re-written version appears below. She did read her poem aloud for the class.
I Am From…
I am from the big hills.
From many different trees and cacptus.
I am from the cowboys and the fence of rock
And good weather and blue skies.
I am from a big garden of many colorsful flowers
Whose with the lemond tree.
I am from my mother’s bible and my dad’s seeds
From Sofia and Edmundo.
I am from persistent and honey
And from a love of reading
From my dad’s love of futbol soccer.
I am from Catholic churches.
I am from Leocadia and Donato
From pozole soup, tamales, and carnitas
From family celebrations Christmas
And from every birthday for us.
I have a green truck toy
I am from those moments every Sunday morning going church with my family.
Session 5
Gloria shared, but she did not submit written work.
Session 6
Gloria told me after class that her husband asked her why she was writing and not
sleeping. She shared this piece in class, and she said that she wanted to share it again on
Tuesday.
List the homes you’ve lived in. Which has the happiest memory?
I remember when I was a child. I was very happiest moments. With my brothers and
sisters. My home was warm and confortable. It was a small home I was a big family 8
sisters, 4 brothers, mom, dad and me all in my family 15 peoples outside the patios are
big my mom’s like so much the flowers she has a big gardens with many colorful flowers
and different trees of fruits my dad’s work in made of houses every morning us wakeup
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smell so god my mom’s cooking coffe and tortillas of corn she likes the goats everyday
she want take care the goats on the hill in the hill was different animals donkeys, cows,
horses, sheps, and piggish us need goes to the river and carrying water in buckets for take
shower with cold water sometimes warmer water with the sunshine those moments every
evening us goes to the church to pray a rosary I and me likes runnig to back at home we
don’t have a tv us want looking at tv with ours friends every day us pray before eating us
sleep together on the floor every saturday dad’s back to the work he brings bread us was
happies for my dads back the dogs was very happy they love my dad’s us sometimes
played on the river with the cakes of mud and decorating with rocks and flowers and
climb a tree at night so fun running and a trap lightening bugs those momens us was very
happy.
Session 7
Gloria spent the entire period writing without my help—a huge step for her given that
two weeks ago she would write little. She shared her story, but she also took it home. I
am excited to see what she brings back.
Jessica
A 28-year-old, the researcher was the only native English speaker among the
group. I wrote along with the women during the sessions challenging myself to also
experience the joys and frustrations of writing. I found many of the tasks difficult in
terms of the openness that they required of me; it was a personal openness that is
generally not required of my other academic writing tasks. I have no children, and I am
not married.
Session 1
Write your goal(s) for this group on the notecard:
I want to 1.) help the women help themselves and their families, 2.) help the women
improve their English skills, 3.) help the women to share their stories about who they are
as material for learning English.
Session 2
What do you see when you look in the mirror?
When I look in the mirror, I never feel good enough. I wish my lips were moist. I wish
my pimples were gone. I wish my teeth were whiter and straighter. I wish my hair was
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not so frizzy. Sometimes when I look in the mirror I will say positive messages to
myself. “You can do it, Jessica.’ “Don’t worry so much, Jessica.’ I find myself looking
at the mirror when I wake up and when I am in the car. If I am at the store, I often like to
look at my long legs in the mirror. I do think I have nice legs. They have carried me
through life and have traveled much of the world. They usually feel strong with moments
of weakness—kind of like me. I need to learn to love me when I look in the mirror. It
would help me.
Sessions 3 and 4
I Am From…
I am from the backyard swing,
From the white wooden kitchen door and the soft pillows in my castle on the floor.
I am from muddy Memphis
And brick walls that stand strong.
I am from Christmas trees
That were leftover, imperfect, and rather crooked.
I am from my grandmother’s rosaries and my dad’s cigarettes
From Catherine and Bob.
I am from stubbornness and compassion
And from determination
From resilience.
I am from Catholic churches and no churches.
I am from Victor and Catherine.
From sugar and butter sandwiches and ripe tomatoes.
From my dad’s death
And from the deaths of all those in our cemetery corner.
I am from my white security blanket.
I am from those moments that I remember and remember to forget.
I am from the backyard swing.
Session 5
List the homes you’ve lived in. Which has the happiest memory? The saddest?
The House that Dad Built
I didn’t move at all as a child. My home was safe and comfortable. It was not a big
house, but it had a big yard with a garden and lots of cats. There were orange ones and
tabby ones and always a black one or two. Like the cats, the house was happy, too, until
that day that my mom came home to find my dad dead in the hallway. The stain that
came from body fluids that slowly leaked out when he died would stay on the rug for the
coming years. Just like that stain my house would be marked by my dad’s presence
keeping me, literally and figuratively, from moving.
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After the leftover food was put away following his funeral and family and friends went
back to their lives, there my mother and I were in that house. We were leftover to make
sense of what had happened in our lives. Yet, somehow my dad’s presence never left us
in that house through those days. We could still smell his cigarette smoke in the house.
We could see the yellowed walls and the brown reading glasses that he had left on the
table. At seven years old, I would put my hands and feet in his big shoes at the foot of
the worn reclining chair wondering just how life could go on if he wasn’t there to fill
them. Somehow, it did, and we did. We would carry on tending to the last investment he
had left us, the house.
You see, my house was the work of my father. He built my bedroom where my mom
would tell me stories before she tucked me in at night. It was his labor that laid the tiles
and erected the walls of the living room that would surround us and our love of living
despite the tears. Those same big hands that lifted me on his shoulders would craft the
swing set on which I remember hoping to one day reach the clouds. Before he died, my
mom asked my dad about life insurance, “What do we need life insurance for?” he
replied. “If something happens to me, you have this house.”
Therefore, in that house, we created new memories but never without a longing for what
was and what could have been. I have memories of my mother beating one of the big
pine trees that lined our drive when she became frustrated with the workload of tending
to the house, raising a child, and keeping a full-time job. I have memories of the
handymen who would pass in and out of the house to make repairs, but they were never
as good as my father. I have memories of creating a secret hideout in the woods wanting
to escape with fantasy and play. I have memories of my mom holding me in her arms as
she wept in the hall where my father died.
We also wept when I moved away from that home 15 years later. However, I would not
stay gone. I would move away and return, move away and return. There is something, I
think, about that house that has a pull on me It’s home. My home and the house that
dad built.
Session 7
Write about your mother’s shoes or jewelry.
My mom is not a very glamorous woman. She is naturally beautiful, and I cannot
remember her ever wearing much make-up or jewelry. Even her clothes have always
come from second-hand shops. However, as a child, I do remember her wearing one
piece of jewelry that was very important to her: her wedding ring.
This ring was very simple, a band of solid yellow gold. The band clung tight to her lefthand finger long after my father's death. I remember her holding me at night with her
rough and darkened hands. The ring would always be there. Although there were no
diamonds, it was her prized possession.
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However, one day, he hands were very swollen, and she could not remove the ring. It
was as if the ring had become a part of her identity. She had taken me to piano lessons,
and she drove to the fire station down the street. The firemen used a saw to cut the ring
off of her finger, splitting it into two pieces. Her finger was now naked with the
impression of the ring noticeable only because of the contrast between the white skin
underneath the ring where the sun could not hit and the darkened skin everywhere else on
her fingers. Despite the rings absence on her finger, she keep my father close to her
heart.
Session 8
I fell in love when I went to Mexico three years ago, but I didn’t know it. How
could I have predicted that I was in love? I had just landed in Mexico City for the
beginning of a two month trip with no plans other than I would start in Mexico City and
end in Guatemala City. I had just finished a job and wanted to experience the world.
However, I showed up at the hostel and realized that I had forgotten my contact solution.
How would I see the big beautiful world?
Leaving my room in my pajamas, I asked the first person I met if he had any
contact solution. His name was Steffen, and he was on the last day of his trip. He
showed me pictures of his adventures through Guatemala and Mexico City. He had
climbed the ancient Mayan ruins and had swum with the whale sharks. We stayed awake
until after midnight talking, and before going to bed, we planned to meet for breakfast the
following day.
I remember that day like it was yesterday. We first walked to the national palace
to look at the beautiful murals of Diego Rivera and see the flag raising ceremony at the
Zocolo. Then, we went to breakfast on a beautiful terrace. We had rich Mexican hot
chocolate and omelets with squash blossoms. As we were sitting on the terrace, a
hummingbird flew to the feeder. Steffen had never seen this type of bird, and he said,
“Look at that stupid bird. He is trying to eat the plastic.” I laughed and explained that
hummingbirds used their long beaks not to eat the plastic, but to get the liquid out of the
feeder.
Following breakfast, we took the subway to Chapultapec Park where we spent the
day. Our time together was so comfortable like fitting into a pair of well-worn jeans. We
also went to the anthropology museum, at sticky pineapply by the fountain underneath
the acrobats. We shared stories of life and admired the beautiful scenery around us. We
even bought two friendship bracelets for a peso each as a reminder of our time together.
Following the park, we had only a short time before his plane would leave for
Germany so he wanted to take me to the top of the Latin American tower to see the entire
city. I am scared of heights and he made fun of me as I was shaking all the way up to the
top. I didn’t even want to look out over the edge, but I did. He helped me to conquer my
fear. I didn’t want to let go.
Yet, we had to go back home. We gave each other a big hug. We knew that we
would probably never see each other again.
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Session 9
Write a haiku inspired by your body.
My Legs
Pillars of muscles
Walking the beautiful world
Legs still shake and bake
Session 10
What do you love/hate most about your body?
Do penguins have pimples?
I always felt awkward as a teenager. I had more books than friends. The friends I
did have said I walked like a penguin. In fact, I was not a very pretty penguin.
Overweight. Braces on my teeth. Pimples on my face. Do penguins have pimples?
It used to bother me that I had inherited my mother's problems with acne. I
couldn't hide it with my glasses and my nose buried in a book. I tried though. I was too
shy to go to school dances or parties on Friday nights. I had no interest in dating. I didn't
feel pretty enough or good enough. Looking back, as a teenage girl, I was really very
normal, but I felt rather abnormal.
If I knew then what I know now, I would tell myself to be more confident in my
intelligence, my beauty, my compassion, and my worth. I would have loved myself
more, pimples and all. I guess that is the legacy of the scars that remain on my face from
those awkward years, solemn reminders that even penguins with pimples can be
beautiful.
Summary
The work of the writing group and its members demonstrates both the individual
and social nature of writing. On one hand, the members explored personal themes that
were different from the traditional survival skill purposes for writing offered in such a
setting. As a fellow writer, I came to a better understanding of myself and my
relationships with those individuals closest to me in the process of creating through these
tasks. The tasks were often difficult, but they were not beyond the realm of ability even
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for ELL students. The reality that we, as the group’s members, were all open to sharing
and wrestling with the material of our lives helped to propel the writing process. In fact,
that creative act of writing was not undertaken in isolation but rather in the context of a
community. The writings of the members offer an insight into the similarities and
differences among the women because of and despite of their identities marked by
gender, race, and class. This exploration, perhaps, gives affirmation to the identities of
the group’s members and offers some insight into how to design language programs for
similar populations (Kubota).
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Chapter 6
Analysis of Data
This research was designed to understand the effects of a writing group for nonnative English speakers in an ESL setting. While writing groups have been studied
among other marginalized populations, there is limited research on their effectiveness
among immigrant women. The research began with the following questions about such a
writing group for adult ELL women in an ESL environment:
1. Do participants experience gains in English language acquisition?
2. Are participants’ understandings of personal identities and communities
transformed?
3. Are participants’ relationships with non-writing group members affected?
4. Do participants cultivate traits and abilities to more effectively adjust to life in a
new culture?
5. Does the group or its members contribute to broader social change including
perception shifts by non-group members in the community?
In addition to these five questions, the researcher intended for the research design to lead
to the possibility of the emergence of other effects. The data was categorized into two
general areas of influence: those changes that occurred within the time and space of the
writing group and those changes that occurred outside of the time and space of the
writing group. While the data in response to the first two questions indicate some
influence of the writing group’s effects both on English language acquisition and the
formation of a community within the writing group, the data do not suggest any
measurable effects of the writing group for the members beyond the time and space of the
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group. In other words, the women experienced progress in their writing and their
relationships with other writing group members, but there is insufficient data to suggest
that their relationships with non-writing group members were affected, that the writing
group allowed them to better adjust to life in a new culture, or that the writing group led
to broader social change.
To identify the effects of the writing group, ten (10) women elected to participate
in the research along with the researcher who was also a member of the writing group.
The women met for a total of twenty hours though attendance varied for each woman
(See Appendix). Grounded Theory, first explained by Glaser and Strauss, was the
approach used to conduct this qualitative research with the hopes of creating a theory or
theories about specific phenomena. As Trochim explains, the process of creating a
grounded theory is iterative beginning with questions to guide the research. The data, in
the form of the students’ writings and the researcher’s observations was coded, and links
between the codes were made. In the process, the researcher engaged in memoing which
involved taking detailed notes and comments about the data. The goal was to integrate
all of the codes to develop a general theory.
The analysis of the data will be organized with a discussion of the first two
questions independently while the last three questions will be grouped.
Internal Effects of Participation in the Writing Group
Research Question 1: Do participants experience gains in English language acquisition?
There are four notable findings with regards to advances in English language
acquisition. As we moved through the ten-week span of the writing group, the
participants began to write more, showed signs of revision in their writing, were largely
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interested in form, and used English exclusively in writing instead of their native
languages.
Writing More
Writing is a skill that develops with practice. Therefore, one of my intentions for
the women was that the writing group would encourage them to write more, and in the
process of writing more they would come to view themselves as writers as well as
develop language skills. While the women exhibited relative comfort in oral discussions
from the beginning of the writing group sessions, they did not all come into the group
writing and sharing. For four of the ten writers, it would not be until Sessions 6 and 7
that they would be confident enough to dive into a writing task and then share their work.
•

Linh first shared during Session 6 in response to a time that she felt at home and
her ideal place to live. Her writing was largely free of surface-level errors, and
she demonstrated an ability to write more than anyone else in the group.

•

Nadeen did not produce writing to share until Session 7.

•

Rosalva did not write until Session 7

•

Gloria shared her “I Am From…” poem during Session 4 but began to write
without reluctance during Session 6

These four examples may be indicative of the time-consuming nature of writing. In other
words, while each of these four women was engaged in our discussions and actively
thinking and putting words on paper, it would take approximately 12-14 hours of writing
group time before they felt comfortable enough to write and share. In fact, of the ten
women, only one woman (Hoa) wrote and shared at each session. Therefore, while it was
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the researcher’s objective to have each woman write and share at every session, with this
particular group of English Language Learner’s, that goal was not met.
Focus on Form
The students surprised me with their emphasis on spelling. Their most regular
questions during our writing group sessions involved how to spell words. As a returning
Level 3 student, Hoa also was the most advanced in terms of her English language
abilities. For her, it was important that she learn the forms for writing. As she asked
during the first session, “It’s any ruled for the write?”. Similarly, for Linh, good writing
seemed to be equivalent to having good form. She wanted the feedback and would
rewrite passages in response to my feedback. When I called her on the phone to
commend her on a story she wrote about her father, she told me, “No, I have many
mistakes.” This perspective captures the emphasis on errors that is often made in the
writing classroom. In what ways does this emphasis limit students’ abilities to write with
fluency? The need to feel like they should get their writing right may inhibit the free
flow of ideas. As Faheka shared with me, she felt like she was a very creative writing in
her native tongue, Arabic; however, in English, she did not feel like she could
appropriately express herself. Should the ELL classroom allow for more creative and
less structured writing activities? How could this allowance help the students?
Rewrite and Revise
In designing the research, I wanted the women to be able to share their writing so
that they could feel a connection with a real audience. This connection would enable
them to not only feel like their voices were heard but also would lead them to determine
how their writing resonated with the audience. If they could see the effects of their
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writing and get feedback on the writing, then they might be able to make revisions to
improve their writing. Two findings from the research are important to this idea that
revisions are a part of the process of writing: the students were eager to have my
feedback on their writing but less eager to give feedback on other members’ writing, and
two of the students demonstrated a movement towards revision of their writing.
The students wanted to have me review their writing between sessions. I was
diligent about commenting on their work and asking questions about their ideas while at
the same time noting any error patterns. The students seemed to appreciate my notes on
their writing. However, I had hoped that in the sharing process they would also get
feedback from other writers about their writing. A part of this deficit may have been in
the design of the research; in other words, in another iteration of the research, I should
allow more structured activities in which the students receive feedback from other writing
group members seeing that this activity did not organically occur. What did happen as a
result of my feedback was that I began to see the women making revisions in their
writing with two students of particular note:
•

Linh rewrote the two pieces from Session 6 for Session 7.

•

Amira demonstrated awareness between Sessions 6 and 7 when she mentioned
that she was writing but wanted to eliminate repetitions because she felt like her
piece did not flow. She spent Session 7 revising her piece.

Beyond these two instances, it seemed that the women were largely focused on getting
their words on paper for the first time without thinking about revisions. This finding is
another hint at the amount of time that it takes to write, particularly for non-native
English speakers.
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Write exclusively in English
While I would share with the women from the beginning of the writing group that
they should feel free to use their native languages if they came to words or expressions
they did not know in English, there was no use of their native languages in their writing.
However, the women would occasionally use their native languages when speaking or
sharing. This finding was surprising to me as I thought by removing the “English Only”
rule the women would feel less restricted in the writing and sharing of their writing. The
fact that they did not use their native languages may be a result of their determination to
learn the English language which is also connected to their drive to acquire the correct
forms.
Research Question 2: Are participants’ understandings of personal identities and
communities transformed?
In my personal journey as a writer, I have seen the ways in which writing has
given me clarity, particularly in the type of writing that I create in journals. This
influence and the available literature led me to believe that the women could come to a
better understanding of themselves by writing. Furthermore, I hoped that by creating a
supportive community of writers the participants would begin to develop connections
with each other. These two influences could be particularly powerful for the sample
population given the racial, gender, and cultural factors that often place them at the
fringes of society. As Fatimah described in Session 6, when she lived in Egypt, people
called her “chocolate” and that she could not go out into the streets because she was
afraid. Some people even thought that her dark skin meant that she had returned from the
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dead. This instance speaks to the separation between the women and the worlds they
inhabited, a separation that I hoped to address.
When I began this research, I envisioned the women forming relationships with
each other as they came to understand themselves better. Adjusting to life in a new
culture can be lonely as many of the women discussed during the course of the writing
group. For example, in the very first session, Fatimah immediately shared that she often
felt lonely and prayed each day to know what to do with herself once her daughter left for
school. During Session 2, Hoa shared her desire that she could live closer to her parents
in Vietnam: “Sometime I wish my coutry look like USA. So I don’t have to be here I can
be close with my parent.” She repeated this idea during Session 11 when she shared that
she felt lonely in the United States though her brother was trying to immigrate. Elisa also
captured the desire to have more connections with native English speakers during the first
session when she shared that she wanted to be able to better understand the customers in
the retail store where she worked.
To counter this isolation, I hoped that the women would be able to better connect
with others who were also acculturating. As Heller explains of the Tenderloin Writing
Group, “The content of the written material that group members read to each other—the
life worlds and experiences these works contained—lent itself to a growing intimacy
among participants. . . . ,[and] the intimate experiences that often gave rise to mirror
stories from others. . . demanded that participants recognize in each other the
complexities they sought to have recognized in themselves” (55).
During the course of the writing group, I noticed that the women gradually came
together as a community. Several activities are indicative of the supportive network that
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formed: verbally encouraging each other to pursue goals and dreams, helping each other,
applauding after participants read their work, cross-cultural sharing and asking questions
of each other.
Verbally Encouragement
During Session 11, Hoa felt comfortable sharing that she really wanted to become
a nurse practitioner. This goal demonstrated a part of her identity that she had not
revealed as we were all familiar with her work as a manicurist. She said that she felt like
she would never achieve her dream. Cecilia, who is a certified nursing assistant,
reassured her that she could and would become a nurse if she desired to do so.
During Session 8, Fatimah shared that she felt that her husband was no good
which, in turn, makes her feel like she cannot do anything. Another participant said that
Fatimah should talk about her frustrations more as talking would make her feel better.
The other participant said that she tells her troubles to anyone and everyone, even babies,
just to get it out of her system.
Helping Each Other with Writing
Surprisingly, I did not see the students cluster by nationality as I expected.
Instead, what I did witness a the research progressed was a willingness of the women to
work with one another to complete the writing assignments.
During Session 7, Amira, who demonstrated an ease and confidence with the
writing prompts went to sit next to Nadeen, who had yet to submit any written work. The
two women from two different countries worked together extensively on Nadeen’s “I Am
From…” poem.
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Applauding after Work is Shared
During Session 9, Amira read a narrative about love with which the other women
seemed to identify, and for the first time during the writing group session, the members
erupted into a loud and spontaneous applause. Amira, who just felt comfortable sharing
during Session 6, said that she had something else that she would like to share before we
could even quit applauding. She then shared a poem about love.
Cross-Cultural Sharing and Asking Questions
Because of the diversity of the women in the group, some of the most memorable
moments came when the women had the opportunity to compare and contrast across
cultures. This sharing resulted not in highlighting differences but in allowing the women
to connect with each other because of their differences.
In Session 1, when Elisa shared her goal to be better able to communicate with
her customers in the retail store where she worked, Nadeen shared that she wanted to get
rid of her accent. Other women chimed in that they would also like to learn to speak
English without accents.
When the women were discussing the theme of “Home” during Session 5, they
realized that many of them had grown up next to rivers. They shared their memories of
carrying water from the rivers because it was women’s work. Cecilia, Amira, Elisa,
Gloria, Linh, Hoa, and Mariam all specifically mention their memories of the rivers near
their home at some point during the writing group.
External Effects of Participation in the Writing Group
Research Question 3: Are participants’ relationships with non-writing group members
affected?
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The relationships that the women had outside of the writing group were important
themes of the writing and sharing that occurred inside of the writing group. At the start
of the research, I believed that participation in the writing group would indirectly affect
those relationships as the subjects’ came to a better understanding of themselves and the
world around them. Therefore, I intentionally chose themes that would allow the women
to explore their parents, spouses, and friends. They were willing to share about loved
ones. However, the data do not lead to any conclusive evidence that participation in the
group affected these relationships. Still, on two occasions, I was led to believe that the
women’s relationships with others were affected:
First, while she seemed initially reluctant to write, it was during Session 6 that I
saw Gloria demonstrate an eagerness and a confidence in her writing. We had spent the
previous class session, a non-writing group day, talking about her homes and her
memories of the flooding that occurred in her Millington, Tennessee home a couple of
years previously. She told me such great stories, and I encouraged her to write them
down. She came into the next writing group session with more than a page of
handwritten content. I praised her. She told me that she was awake writing the previous
night, and her husband asked her what she was doing awake so late. Gloria was proud of
her abilities and willing to share at this session.
Second, Nadeen, though very vocal during all of the writing group sessions, was
hesitant to write and to share what she had written. Her husband contacted me to explain
that the homework (“I Am From…” poem) was too difficult. In response to this
conversation, Nadeen would later tell me that she tried to get her husband to help her but
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he was too lazy. However, by Session 7, Nadeen was writing pages in her journal,
specifically in response to the theme of Our Mothers and Fathers.
Research Question 4: Do participants cultivate traits and abilities to more effectively
adjust to life in a new culture?
I hypothesized that the process of writing, because it often offers clarity,
emotional release, and empowerment, might help the women to more effectively adjust to
life in a new culture. During the course of the semester, Amira took the first steps toward
looking for a job for herself. She reached out to me to help her with some online
searches and applications. In addition, Fatimah found a new job and was unable to
continue participation in the morning group though she did continue to come to class in
the evening. Finally, Hoa asked me to help her with beginning the process to apply to
community college so that she could eventually achieve her dream of becoming a nurse.
While causation cannot be determined, these instances suggest that the women may have
found some motivation and/or support within the context of the group to take steps to
achieve their goals. Likewise, the actions could have been the result of having contact
with a native English speaker who was familiar with the resources in the area and may
well have occurred within the context of the traditional class.
Research Question 5: Does the group or its members contribute to broader social
change including perception shifts by non-group members in the community?
Ultimately, I wondered if such a group would highlight the voices of individuals
who are marginalized because they are women, immigrants, and non-native English
speakers. Midway through the program, I was able to share the “I Am From…” poems
with an audience of the organization’s supporters reading some of them aloud and
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posting others on a bulletin board. The audience responded positively to this public
sharing. However, the research does not lead to any measurable evidence that the writing
group caused any shifts in public perception.
Other Lessons Learned
In addition to answering the five research questions, I wanted to see what else
could be learned from utilizing such a structure in a community-based ESL program.
There are three additional findings that are relevant to the research:
First, because I wrote along with the women, I was struck by how timeconsuming writing is, even for native English speakers. At the beginning of the research,
I had many ideas for prompts and projects that we did not have time for within the
research period. Every thematic unit required more time than I imagined; in other words,
while I wanted to move to a different topic each week, within a two-hour window, we did
not have time to write and share with closure to the topic. As I observed the women and
wrote myself, I was reminded how thinking is a part of writing, and the activity of writing
does not merely involve putting a pen to paper.
Second, it was my intent that each participant would write and share her writing at
every session. Because of the time it took for the women to write and to feel comfortable
with sharing, I am not sure that we ever really achieved a balance between writing and
sharing, and the latter usually was neglected. This consequence is instructive as it is in
the sharing process that the women have the opportunity to obtain feedback about their
writing and to connect with other members of the writing group. While the women were
very open in discussions tangential to the topics, I am not sure that they always felt
comfortable reading what they wrote.
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Finally, in this writing group, there was value in the researcher writing along with
the women. In fact, the women seemed to appreciate that I wrote along with them. As I
wrote with the students, I was able to have more patience with the difficulties of the
writing process. It was challenging to produce complete pieces within the time and space
of the writing group, and the pieces never really felt polished. Writing along with the
women also helped me avoid more product-oriented and direct instruction approaches to
teaching writing. Instead of reproducing a work, I wanted the generative forces of
writing to be alive. Beginning with the second session, the students were just as
inquisitive about what I wrote as in what other members of the group wrote. This
encouragement of creativity with a lack of direct instruction stood in contrast to what was
expected of the women in the regular curriculum in which they were expected to
unscramble sentences at a minimum or write two or three sentences of their own at a
maximum. As their writing demonstrates, they were capable of writing in English and of
doing so in a very personal way that was different from the survival skills emphasized.
Summary
While the determination of causation is difficult, the research revealed some
benefits of the use of a writing group among immigrant women in a community-based
ESL program. The women wrote more, wrote exclusively in English, began to revise
their work, and were attentive to form during the writing group. They also made
connections with others in the writing group as evident in their willingness to help each
other with writing tasks, to share their own cultures and ask questions about those of
others, to applaud after others read work, and to support each other in achieving goals.
Despite these benefits, there was no evidence that the writing group had power beyond
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the time and space of the group. Participation in the writing group did not affect the
relationships that the women had with others, their abilities to acculturate in the United
States, or broader social change. This neutral influence might be the result of the
research design. Nevertheless, lessons were learned from the research that are useful for
the field of second language acquisition specifically and language teaching generally.
The significance, research limitations, and recommendations for future research are
explored in the next chapter.
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Chapter 7
Conclusion
Overview
The research explores the effects of a writing group among refugee and immigrant
women studying English in a community-based ESL program. After reviewing the
purpose and methodology of this research as grounded in the literature, this chapter offers
the conclusions of the research including its significance for the field of second language
acquisition. I have presented the limitations of the research along with some
recommendations for future studies dealing with writing group for ELL students either in
ESL or EFL settings. In tracing the history of extracurricular writing groups, Anne
Ruggles Gere captures most poetically how such groups have given voice to women who
“wrote their worlds and helped one another to become better writers’ (“Kitchen Tables”
85). It was this intention that guided the research and therefore helps to give meaning to
the conclusions.
Purpose
Groups like that described by Heller in the Tenderloin District of San Francisco
served as the inspiration for this research. While communities of writers are often
discussed among native English speakers, the research into these groups when designed
for ELL students is limited. I wondered if the same benefits of identity exploration,
community formation, and language acquisition could also be found if such a group was
held within the context of a community-based ESL program. Heller explains that there
were “bonds writers achieved with each other, but more fundamentally [there were] the
relations the writers experienced with themselves” (42). I wanted to know what effects,
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if any, such an approach would have within the adult ESL classroom. Therefore, I had
five guiding questions:
1. Do participants experience gains in English language acquisition?
2. Are participants’ understandings of personal identities and communities
transformed?
3. Are participants’ relationships with non-writing group members affected?
4. Do participants cultivate traits and abilities to more effectively adjust to life in a
new culture?
5. Does the group or its members contribute to broader social change including
perception shifts by non-group members in the community?
Method
To answer the research questions while allowing for the emergence of other
effects, I used a qualitative case study approach. I wanted to be able to delve more
thoroughly into the writings of the women and my observations of the group to identify
recurring themes. The writing group met for a total of twenty hours over the course of
ten weeks. A total of ten (10) women who all spoke first languages other than English
and who were immigrants participated in the group, and I wrote along with the women.
Rather than approach the writing group using direct instruction as methodology, I
assumed the role of not only a researcher but a fellow writer. Each week, I chose
prompts for writing that would allow the women to compose more personal narratives
both in the forms of prose and poetry. We spent the sessions writing and sharing our
writing with one another. I collected the work from the students’ journals as they felt
free to share. Doing so enabled me to not only offer feedback when they asked but also
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to transcribe the data with precision and integrity. In addition, I took notes on each
session to be able to track any progress the students’ were making. The students’ actual
writings, and my reflections on their writing served as the two primary data sources.
At the end of the writing sessions, I analyzed the data to determine if there were
any recurring themes across the work of the ten participants as well as what the work of
each individual woman revealed. Stake explains, “The real business of case study is
particularization, not generalization. We take a particular case and come to know it well,
not primarily as to how it is different from others but what it is, what it does. There is
emphasis on uniqueness” (8). Each woman entered the writing group with a different
level of fluency in English and likewise was shaped by a distinct set of life experiences.
Therefore, I was most interested in determining how the writing group influenced each
woman specifically.
Findings
The findings from this research can be categorized into two areas: those
influences that occurred within the time and space of the research and those influences
that occurred outside of this time and space. During the writing group, the research
explored any data that influenced progress in English language acquisition, understanding
of personal identities, and formation of community. With regards to English language
acquisition, the participants wrote more as the writing group progressed, began to revise
their writing, largely emphasized form, spelling specifically, over other elements of
writing, and wrote exclusively in English. In addition, the writing group became a small
community as evident in the verbal encouragement provided between the women, the
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help with writing tasks that the women provided to each other, the applause after women
read their work, and the cross-cultural sharing that occurred.
Beyond the time and space of the writing group, there is no conclusive evidence
to suggest that participation in the group affected other relationships that the women had,
that the writing group necessarily helped women to acculturate, or that the writing group
lead to measurable social change. In part, the research design did not allow for
measurement of such outside influences of the writing group because interviews were not
held. However, while the evidence is not conclusive, there is some support that change
occurred as a result of the writing group. Several of the women took steps during the
course of the writing group to pursue educational and professional opportunities. One
woman noted how her husband had noticed her writing more often, and it is through the
practice of writing, in part, that we become better writers. Another woman mentioned
that she felt like the writing group challenged her to be more diligent about her efforts to
learn English. Finally, there was positive response to the one public sharing of the
women’s poems. Further research would be necessary to overcome the limitations of the
study and more deeply explore these influences.
Significance
This research offers insight into how we might rethink the curriculum of adult
ESL classes. Often these classes are focused on developing language as a “survival
skill.” Yet, the writing of the women indicates that they were capable of employing
language for less utilitarian purposes and to do so in a way that allowed them to share
who they were and to connect with others in the community whose experiences were
similar in nature. Writing in any language, much less a non-native language, is difficult,
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but these challenges should not prohibit teachers and students from writing together in a
spirit of appreciation for language as a form of self-expression. Although it took some of
the women nearly half of the writing group term to overcome their reluctance to write,
they were able to do so and seemed appreciative of the opportunity to share who they
were with others. The possibilities of employing activities that go beyond the workbook
are limitless, and the research lends credence that it is worthwhile to explore these
possibilities in an ESL. In Writing with Power, Peter Elbow notes that teachers should
aim to give students “power over words and readers; . . . power over [themselves] and
over the writing process; knowing what [they] are doing as [they] write; being in charge;
having control; not feeling stuck or helpless or intimidated” (vii). The writing group
approach to teaching adult literacy skills seemed to be empowering for the members of
the group.
Limitations
Despite the optimism of the researcher at the efficacy of rethinking communitybased ESL programs, the research was limited by the number of participants who were
working within a very specific setting. Therefore, the results cannot be generalized to a
broader population. Instead, additional questions arise when thinking about how such a
structure might be employed with other student populations. First, would a writing group
work for co-ed classrooms? This ESL program had the natural advantage of being
designed for females only, but it is uncertain whether participants would have felt the
same sense of openness if they were forced to share in a classroom where men were
present. Second, would this type of group work in other settings? For example, would
the group work in an EFL classroom where the students are not wrestling with the same

128

identity and community issues as those students in an ESL classroom who are at some
point in the acculturation process?
Another limitation of this research was that it did not capture the impressions of
the women about their participation in the program. In another iteration of the research, I
would allow for more time to conduct semi-structured interviews with the participants.
However, in this version, the fluid nature of the women in and out of the group and the
fixed time frame for the research did not permit the use of interviews as originally
intended. Conducting these interviews would most likely lead to more insight about the
influences of the group beyond the time and space of the group as inquired about in the
last three research questions. The interviews would also provide feedback that could
inform any changes in the structure of the group. What did the students find most useful?
How did their affective reactions to writing change because of the group? How do they
feel their language skills have changed? Answering these questions is important to
determining whether the writing group made a difference.
Recommendations for Further Research
Given the limitations of the research, there are recommendations for future studies
into the efficacy of a writing group among ELL students. First, future studies could aim
to capture the students’ perspectives about their experiences within the writing group.
Such data would reveal whether or not the students felt like the approach was
motivational and effective in helping them improve their language abilities as well as
helping them to adjust to life in a different culture. Second, it is important that the
writing group be tried among different populations in different settings. Could the
approach work with younger students? In co-ed classrooms? In EFL settings? Which
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setting is most appropriate for the utilization of a writing group, and given the setting,
what modifications are necessary to make the writing group operational? Third,
additional research should try different approaches to the writing group. I had intentions
to complete writing projects in addition to the prompts. Perhaps, future research could
focus on having the women complete one project such as a children’s book or an
autobiographical piece that could be shared in a more public way to address the fifth
research question about social change. Not only should this research experiment with
designs of the writing activities but also of the feedback activities. The participants in
this round of the study became eager to have me give written feedback on their work, but
there are other possibilities for allowing the women to give feedback on each other’s
work. Doing so would enable the students to better see the influence of their writing on a
broader audience and therefore help them to be more intentional in writing for that
audience.
Conclusion
Imagining the possibilities for this writing group, I began the research with big
dreams for the influence of a new approach to working with refugee and immigrant
women in a community-based ESL program. I was familiar with the benefits of the
writing group for other populations whose voices were not heard in society, and the
writing group seemed like a logical choice to promote not only linguistic development
but also identity exploration, community formation, and social change. Furthermore, the
approach seemed to complement my teaching or teacherless style well, and having
worked with similar students, I imagined that they would have so much to
share…material that would provide motivation to write. In describing the teacherless
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writing classroom, Elbow explains that the “benefits seem to come not from hearing right
reactions or getting good advice from readers, but rather from being understood and from
hearing readers’ experience of one’s words and trying to have their experience (“Writing
without Teachers” p. xx emphasis in original). I hypothesized based on this idea that it
would matter most if this group could allow the women to connect with one another
because of their experiences, and in the process of making these connections find a sense
of power in using their new language ultimately finding a home within their new culture.
The conclusions of this research are in line with the findings of Johnson and Roen
that empowerment results from authenticity, audience, topic, and purpose in writing (10).
I intentionally chose the topics to allow the women to tell of themselves for a specific
audience. I wanted their writing to be filled with a sense of creativity and genuineness so
that they could appreciate the beauty of learning the English language and feeling good
about doing so. Kubota speaks of the effects of solidarity in a writing community as
second language women “[create] new linguistic possibilities” (40). The women came to
write more over the course of the writing group, and they were able to find support from
other women in the telling of their stories. While the writing group’s influences beyond
the time and space that we met to write and share cannot be measured, maybe, just
maybe, that sense of empowerment that the women found from writing helped them to
achieve other goals—goals like that of Hoa to return to school or of Fatimah and Amira
to find new jobs.
Working with individuals of other cultures, language teachers must respect their
histories which include their cultures. They have unique strengths that they bring to the
classroom, and the writing and telling of stories help to overcome barriers and understand
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the strangers among us (Shabatay 137). “We can be strangers by being in a new land; we
can be strangers by virtue of any difference: physical, psychological, social, cultural,
religious, political, racial, person. One can be a stranger by remaining within oneself or
by being at odds with the world. Whatever the situation, the stranger is one who lives on
the edge between her unique world and the world of others that she has just entered”
(136). Writing within a writing group just may be the bridge between those two worlds
and two languages giving the students a better understanding of themselves:
“I am from those moments that will never be forgotten.
I am me.”
~Cecilia
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Appendix A
Attendance Chart (Total Hours of Participation Per Session)
Name
Hoa
Elisa
Fatimah
Linh
Rosalva
Nadeen
Cecilia
Amira
Gloria
Mariam
Jessica

1
1
1
1
1
1
1

1

2
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

1

3
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2

4
2
2
2

5
2

2

2
2

2
2
2

2

2

6
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2

150

7
2

8
2
2
2
2

9
2

10
2

2

2
2
2
2

2
2
2
2

2
2
2

2

2

2

2

11
2

2
2

2
2

2

Total
20
8
8
14
12
10
13
14
14
4
20

